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   he John D. and Catherine T. Ma-
cArthur Foundation has granted WRI   
$1.5 million to help us harness new 
communications technologies and 
find innovative ways to engage our 
networks. 

We believe in the power of  networks 
and we know that real solutions oc-
cur when we help people create their 
own capacity for change.  Our success 
relies on our ability to communicate 
effectively our ideas and mobilize our 
partners around the world. 

“MacArthur’s support will help us be-
come as much a communications and 
engagement organization as we are a 
research, policy, and ideas institute,” ex-
plains Robin Murphy, who directs WRI’s 
external relations.  

MacArthur funds will support staff  
training initiatives and bring in new com-
munications tools.  A major focus will be 
on strengthening our ability to portray 
the tangible human implications of  our 
data and analysis - which is the route to 
greater impact.

The Route to Greater Impact: Communications at WRI  

            T

Companies Respond to Ecosystem Degradation

   limate change may dominate head-
lines today. Ecosystem degradation will 
do so tomorrow. Why should business 
care? Because ecosystem health goes 
straight to the bottom line.

Just ask the beverage industry, which 
depends on nature’s ability to filter and 
provide fresh water. Ask agribusiness, 
which relies on grasslands for insect 
pollinators, nutrient cycling, and ero-
sion control.  Ask the insurance indus-
try, which benefits from the fact that 
coastal marshes reduce the damage 
caused by hurricanes and that wetlands 
absorb water from floods. 

If  you’re still not convinced then ask 
a host of  other industries that rely on 
forests for benefits ranging from wood 

to genetic resources, carbon se-
questration, and tourism.  In short, 
healthy ecosystems and the services 
they provide underpin corporate 
performance. 

The findings of  the Millennium 
Ecosystem Assessment–the larg-
est audit ever conducted of  the 
condition and trends in the world’s 
ecosystems–is thus a cause of  con-
cern. The Assessment found that 
ecosystems have declined more rap-
idly and extensively over the past 50 
years than at any other comparable 
time in human history. 

In fact, 15 of  the 24 ecosystem ser-
vices it evaluated had degraded over 
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By Craig Hanson - Deputy Director, People and Ecosystems Program 
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The rosy periwinkle and other plants 
of the world’s ecosystems provide   
lifesaving medicines. 
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Becoming a communications or-
ganization means developing new 
communications goals, metrics, and 
incentives, and infusing a communi-
cations ethic into the way we hire, 
mentor, and manage staff.  We have, 
for example, established a Com-
munications Impact Fund, whereby 
staff  compete for special funds that 
will let them pursue innovative com-
munications projects that focus on 
technology and engagement.  Ten 
new projects have been awarded im-
pact funds, which we will be report-
ing on throughout the year.  

MacArthur and WRI share a suc-
cessful track record of  collabora-
tion, as well as a belief  that leader-
ship for a sustainable world requires 
both individuals and organizations 
to be creative, entrepreneurial, and 
adaptive.  We are most appreciative 
of  their long-standing support.  

We are also grateful to Alcoa Foun-
dation, DuPont, GE Foundation, 
and the Weyerhaeuser Foundation 
for their support of  our new com-
munications focus.

the past half  century. These trends 
portend new winners and losers in 
the world of  business.

Last month in Montreux, Switzer-
land, WRI and its partners launched 
a set of  guidelines to help com-
panies prepare for this new land-
scape. The guidelines, called the 
Corporate Ecosystem Services Re-
view (ESR), consist of  a structured 
methodology that helps managers 
develop strategies to manage busi-
ness risks and opportunities arising 
from their company’s dependence 
and impact on ecosystems. 

WRI developed the ESR with sup-
port from the Meridian Institute 
and the World Business Council 
for Sustainable Development, and 
with feedback from “road tests” by 
five WBCSD companies—Akzo 
Nobel, BC Hydro, Mondi, Rio 
Tinto, and Syngenta.

The road-tests helped companies 
identify new business risks and op-
portunities. For instance, Mondi, 
Europe’s largest producer of  office 
paper, developed strategies that will 
increase the company’s efficiency in 
using freshwater—a scarce ecosys-
tem service—and will lead to new 
markets for the company’s byprod-
ucts. BC Hydro factored ecosystem 
services into its water-use planning 
processes, resulting in greater regu-
latory certainty, fewer lawsuits, and 
improved stakeholder relation-

ships. Other companies used the 
guidelines to anticipate new markets 
and government policies that may 
emerge in response to ecosystem 
degradation.

In addition, the guidelines augment 
existing business strategy develop-
ment and environmental manage-
ment. For example, environmental 
impact assessments are often not 
fully attuned to the risks and oppor-
tunities arising from the use and de-
cline of  ecosystem services. Many 
“traditional” tools are better suited 
to handle conventional issues of  
pollution and natural resource con-
sumption. Most focus on environ-
mental impacts, not dependence. 

Furthermore, they typically focus on 
risks, not business opportunities. As 
a result, companies may be caught 
unprepared or miss new sources of  
revenue associated with ecosystem 
change.

By filling these gaps, the guidelines 
help make the connection between 
ecosystem health and the bottom 
line. They also offer a promising 
approach for companies to manage 
emerging risks—and opportuni-
ties—while at the same time becom-
ing better stewards of  the environ-
ment.   Climate change concerns are 
rising to the top of  the corporate 
agenda; those about ecosystem ser-
vices won’t be far behind.
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