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Abstract
To be more specific, estimates of total value are generally only of use if seeking to describe the current state of 

affairs e.g. that tourism is a more significant generator of incomes in the Great Barrier Reef catchment than is fishing 
or if seeking to address management/policy questions, such as What losses would the region suffer if the entire reef 
ceased to exist? We now have a reasonably good understanding of the relative contribution of different industries to the 
catchment’s economy, and in most cases, managers are not faced with such all or nothing choices. So methodological 
approaches that generate estimates of total value may be somewhat less relevant than they were when Great Barrier 
Reef valuation research was in an embryonic stage. Instead, managers/policy makers are, nowadays, more likely to 
need answers to questions, such as what losses would the region suffer if reductions in water quality reduced the reef’s 
ability to provide certain ecosystem services? Or would a relocation of resources from one sector to another improve 
overall welfare? Importantly, for questions like these, it is marginal, not total values that one needs. Specifically, one 
needs information about the value of changes. 
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this important avenue of investigation, since failure to acknowledge 
the external benefits of the services that these terrestrial ecosystems 
provide, serves to undervalue their status within a larger system, and 
may, in turn, lead to suboptimal allocations of such land uses. That 
it is important to take such steps is clearly emphasized in the Great 
Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority’s Outlook Report, which notes 
that the effectiveness of management is challenged because complex 
factors that have their origin beyond the Great Barrier Reef region, 
namely climate change, catchment runoff, and coastal development, 
cause some of the highest risks to the ecosystem. If it were possible to 
explicitly incorporate assessments of the value of changes to ecosystem 
services delivered to the Great Barrier Reef by adjoining ecosystems into 
a decision support framework and if one were able to clearly identify 
winners and losers from activities and actions that seek to improve 
the flow and status of ecosystem services as per Pagiola examples 
in a rainforest setting, then it would be possible to align economic 
incentives with conservation objectives. In other words, one would 
be able to design systems that capitalize on, rather than fight against, 
economic incentives, thus increasing the chance of affecting positive 
change. That it is essential to progress beyond the realm of simply 
estimating the total value of individual ecosystem services and onto 
the process of assessing the impacts of potential changes to ecosystem 
services so that it is possible to alter incentives, is clearly argued by Heal. 
That it is possible to design systems that are capable of affecting such 
changes across a broad range of ecosystem services spanning multiple 
ecosystems is illustrated by the Costa Rican system outlined in Turner 
and Daly. It must, however, be noted that effective management across 
marine and terrestrial systems requires institutional structures that are 
able to manage these multiple, linked ecosystems. Studies that help 
draw attention to the value of individual ecosystem services, to the 
value of entire ecosystems, or to the value of cooperative trans-system 
goals are but one part of the story. It is not possible to capitalize on the 
opportunities that such studies identify, if the institutions that govern 
our behaviours are unable to respond accordingly, for example, by 
altering incentives so as change behaviours. As such, more research on 
alternative institutional structures and on the costs of building up the 
supporting infrastructure for such institutions could be of significant 
benefit to this vitally important world heritage area.  As highlighted 
in the value of the Great Barrier Reef’s ecosystem services section, a 
substantive body of literature supports the argument that the ability 
of the Great Barrier Reef to provide a range of ecosystem services is 
being eroded. We identify, and briefly discuss, some of the research 
underpinning four key supporting services, one of the major features of 
the coastal zone is that part of its sea floor receives a significant amount 
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