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About this cover note

This cover note accompanies the final report of the exploratory study into nature-inclusive regional
accounting for the Rivierenland region: a practical decision-making framework through which the value
of nature and ecosystem services can be given a structural place in regional development, decision-
making, and financing.

The exploratory study was carried out in the context of the Regio Deal Rivierenland Il, in which regional
partners are working together towards a future-proof region and broad prosperity. The findings are
based on interviews and design sessions with stakeholders, as well as an analysis of existing methods
and initiatives. Together, they form an initial development direction: a framework that helps guide next
steps, without fully defining them in advance.

This cover note sets out the core message and practical perspective for policymakers, regional
stakeholders, knowledge institutions, and financiers involved in the development of the region, and
who may play a role in developing and applying a nature-inclusive regional accounting for Rivierenland.

Cover image: pollarded poplars in the floodplains of Heesselt (Hilde Engels)
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1. Background

Rivierenland is a region where everything comes together. Water, soil, agriculture, energy, housing,
and nature are all part of one interconnected system. Challenges such as housing development,
agricultural transition, energy, water management, and nature restoration are closely intertwined.
This interdependence is central to Regio Deal Rivierenland |l: future-proof housing, entrepreneurship,
and living are directly linked to water and soil quality, spatial planning, and landscape resilience. This
calls for a different way of working, based on a shared understanding of the region and the
relationships embedded within it.

The urgency of making these relationships explicit is also underscored economically. The European
Central Bank shows that 72% of euro area companies are critically dependent on ecosystem services,
with water representing the largest risk. De Nederlandsche Bank and the Netherlands Environmental
Assessment Agency calculated that Dutch financial institutions have financed companies worldwide to
the value of EUR 510 billion that are highly or very highly dependent on ecosystem services.

The same picture emerged in conversations with stakeholders as part of everyday practice: housing
development affects water systems, agricultural choices shape biodiversity and soil quality, and energy
infrastructure influences spatial quality and public support. The interdependence is widely recognised,
but it remains difficult to manage in decision-making. As a result, tensions keep reappearing: between
short and long term, between private and public costs and benefits, and between visible and ‘invisible’
stakeholders.

This exploratory study started from this tension: how can we make the values of the landscape visible
and workable enough to guide the choices being made today? Nature-inclusive regional accounting
was explored as a possible building block for bringing ecological, social, and economic values together
in one coherent framework.

This exploratory study was deliberately not set up as another one-off analysis of the value of nature.
Such studies can generate important insights, but they still have limited structural impact on regional
decision-making. The central question was therefore not what is the value?, but rather: how can such
insights be given a structural place in regional development, decision-making, and financing?

Additional questions included: what should such an accounting framework look like in order to be
genuinely useful in practice? What information is needed, in what form, at what moment in the
process, and for which users? And what additional institutional, financial, and organisational
conditions are needed to make such an instrument function?

2. What are nature-inclusive accounts?

Nature-inclusive regional accounts are intended as an instrument that makes the landscape legible for
decision-making by administrators and policymakers, but also by farmers, entrepreneurs, investors,
and residents. It provides concrete insight into the value of ecosystem services for different
stakeholders and offers a clear point of departure for water- and soil-led ambitions for a future-proof
region. The account brings together three layers of information:
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1. Ecological condition and the value of ecosystem services: how soil, water, and biodiversity
function, and which ecosystem services arise from them (for example, water regulation, soil
fertility, cooling, recreational quality, and food production).!

2. Links to use and regional challenges: which social and economic activities depend on those
ecosystem services, which challenges (such as housing, agricultural transition, energy, and
climate adaptation) take place within the same system, and how these affect the quality of the
landscape.

3. Stakeholders and distribution: who benefits from the values the landscape generates, and
who bears the costs? And how does this change under different scenarios?

The strength of nature-inclusive regional accounts is that it is not “just another dataset”, but an
integrated decision-making framework for the region. Figure 1 presents an initial visual design based
on the insights gathered during the exploratory study.

Gebiedsboekhouding Rivierenland — Scenario Simulator
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Figure 1: Conceptual design of the nature-inclusive regional accounts. This design is a first, rough sketch of how nature-
inclusive regional accounts could look like. This design is not a functional tool and is not based on real data. The design is
meant for illustrative and inspirational purposes. This design is a first iteration and has not been tested with stakeholders yet.
The map has been obtained from Atlas Natuurlijk Kapitaal.

3. From landscape to decision making; a clear process

In regional development processes, the same question inevitably arises sooner or later: where will the
money come from? This reflex can easily create the impression that the main obstacle is financial. In
practice, however, measures, interests, responsibilities, and financing options are often intertwined,
while a shared understanding of the landscape is missing. Nature-inclusive regional accounts help to
restructure the process sequence of regional development, as shown in Figure 2.

1 Ecosystem services are "the direct and indirect contributions of ecosystems (biodiversity and nature) to the wellbeing of
people".
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Nature-inclusive regional accounts

1. Natural capital accounts

Provide insights in state of ecosystems, ecosystem services and their value

2. Regional strategy

Identify regional challenges, scenario’s and directions for development

3. Economic alignment

Identify stakeholders, sectors and their dependencies on the region/landscape

4. Implementation plan

Develop action plans for stakeholders and a corresponding funding strategy

5. Capital mobilisation

Organise diverse and sometimes alternative investment and finance opportunities

1-3: role forregional accounts 4-5: implementation and finance

Figure 2: Position of nature-inclusive regional accounts in decision-making process

The nature-inclusive regional accounts primarily support the first three steps by systematically
identifying which services the landscape provides, what the economic value of these services are and
to whom, and by comparing them across scenarios. When these steps have been properly worked
through, a stronger foundation emerges for implementation and capital mobilisation.

4. Four development paths for the future

A key outcome of the exploratory study is that the development of a nature-inclusive regional account
cannot be reduced to a technical exercise. Building the accounts is not enough if they are not
recognisable to its users, does not connect to real decision-making moments, and does not become
institutionally embedded. Stakeholders were largely aligned on this point: the instrument will only gain
authority when people can recognise their own practice, values, and interests in it, and when it is able
to compare scenarios, assign costs and benefits, and operate across multiple scales. In that way, the
regional account can become an integral part of the decision-making process. At the same time, the
development process itself, embedded within the wider regional process, can help bring stakeholders
together around a shared understanding of value in the region.

We therefore propose a development process that matches the complexity of organising regional
challenges. Those who need to work with the regional accounts are given a central role in that process:
their involvement is essential in order to arrive at a shared understanding and at outcomes that are
genuinely useful in practice. The process is deliberately designed as an iterative one, with repeated
cycles of exploration, testing, and adjustment, so that it can evolve alongside the insights and
relationships that emerge over time. The technical design and the governance arrangements are also
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actively shaped throughout the process, allowing room to respond to preconditions that are not yet
sufficiently clear. In this sense, the process itself adds value: by learning together and by discovering
in practice what works. In doing so, we build on the engagement of regional stakeholders,
entrepreneurs, financiers, knowledge institutions, and local and national authorities throughout the
exploratory study.

During the exploratory study, four interrelated development streams emerged, which will need to be
taken forward in parallel (see Figure 3):

1

Nature-inclusiveregional accounts

Four parallel and interdependent development streams

Awareness
2 and capacity 3 Governance
building

Method, data and

4 Implementation
technology

and finance

Embedding

Maintenance and
development

Figure 3: Development streams nature-inclusive regional accounts

1.

2.

3.

Method, data and technology

Development of core building blocks (frontend, backend, simulation model) aligned with
existing frameworks and accounts (such as SEEA Ecosystem Accounting and the Dutch Natural
Capital Accounts) and expanded to the requirements from Rivierenland (such as water-related
and cultural services, scenario integration, representativeness across scales).

Awareness and capacity building

Development of a shared conceptual framework (for example around ecosystem services,
natural capital, and (economic) valuation) and new forms of collaboration — potentially via
regional structures such as the idea of a Fruitdelta Academy. In this stream, learning takes
place through the application of the regional accounts in concrete cases.

Governance (ownership, steering, institutional setup)

Establishing an appropriate governance structure: who owns the regional accounts, who
manages the data, how is legitimacy safeguarded and how to prevent that the regional
accounts become the instrument of a single party or, conversely, of no one at all. This stream
also includes the design of mechanisms for validation, standardisation and long-term
embedding.
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4. Implementation and finance
Translation of insights from the regional accounts to implementation and financial logic (such
as risk, investability, capital stacks). How do the regional accounts support structures such as
a portfolio approach, deal making, contracting, and potentially a regional ‘deal room’ where
implementation and financing come together in regional deals?

5. A phased development approach

We propose to develop the nature-inclusive regional accounts through the interactive and iterative
process described above, using practical application in concrete cases as the main route forward. This
means:

e Starting with a compact baseline assessment, through which methods, data, scenarios,
visualisations, attribution (who benefits?), and governance (who owns this, who manages it?)
can be tested.

e Further developing the account through cases that are worked out in depth. Each application
makes the instrument more complete and refined, both technically (indicators, data
resolution, model linkages) and procedurally (how it is used, at what moment, and by whom).

e Establishing working groups along the four development streams, such that content, use, and
governance are connected from the outset and the nature-inclusive regional accounts can
grow as a learning instrument.

During the design sessions, several possible use cases were developed, including the development of
Stationskwartier Culemborg and nature-inclusive agriculture. The positioning of these cases is
important: they show at which decision-making moments a nature-inclusive regional account adds
value, and which “transmission mechanisms” are still missing in order to translate ecosystem values
into policy, land development, risk assessment, and investment decisions.

The exploratory study points towards a development path with three guiding time horizons:

e Horizon 1 (0-12 months): Foundation and first application
A compact baseline assessment, application in one or two cases, establishing working groups,
structuring regional challenges and scenarios, and organising awareness-raising and
knowledge sharing. Goal: a first working version and a broadly supported foundation.

e Horizon 2 (1-3 years): Deepening and embedding
Developing region-specific value transfer, scenario integration, and improving the link
between ecosystem condition and ecosystem services; expanding methods and data for
underrepresented (including cultural) ecosystem services; establishing robust governance;
operationalising transmission mechanisms towards policy and financing; and developing
scalable implementation and funding pathways.

e Horizon 3 (3-10 years): Scale and system change
Scaling up to other regions, connecting to national and European frameworks, integration into
regular processes (such as spatial planning and investment agendas), and developing new
forms of place-based financing and governance.
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Concluding remarks

At both the national and European level, there is growing attention for resilience, strategic autonomy,
and strengthening the sustainable earning capacity of regions. In that context, the focus is shifting from
optimisation within existing systems towards the ability of regions to adapt, absorb shocks, and
develop sustainably. This requires a shift in how we understand the regional landscape. In Rivierenland,
the real organising logic does not lie in sectors or policy domains, but in the physical and ecological
conditions of the area itself: water flows, soil quality, biodiversity, and spatial coherence. These largely
determine what is sustainably possible. As long as these conditions are not taken as a starting point
for decision-making, choices remain disconnected from the system on which they depend, resulting in
growing pressure and rising restoration costs.

Nature-inclusive regional accounts can play a key role. Not as a final solution, but as an infrastructure:
a way of connecting information, interests, and choices, and thereby enabling decision-making in
which it is visible which values are at stake, for whom, and how choices affect those values. In this way,
regional accounts create a foundation for organising responsibility and involvement more concretely
as part of the logic of decision-making and financing. This shifts the approach from compensation to
anticipation. Not as isolated compensation, but as structural embedding of care for the system in the
way regions are developed and financed.

This shift from compensation to anticipation requires a shared way of working in which content, use,
and governance evolve together from the very beginning. We therefore propose to organise the
follow-up through working groups along the four development streams. These working groups are the
place where the nature-inclusive regional accounts are gradually developed, tested, and improved.
They form the mechanism through which the instrument gains meaning and becomes usable in
decision making.

Participating administrators and policymakers can help position the regional accounts at the start of
regional choices, as a shared framework for weighing options, and ensure its connection to policy
processes. Farmers, entrepreneurs, and other regional stakeholders can help shape the first
applications with their practical knowledge, while at the same time safeguarding that the regional
accounts remain workable in practice. Financiers and investors can contribute by translating the
framework into financial logic: designing transmission mechanisms that connect ecosystem values to
risk, continuity, and investability. For residents, we see a role in making values that often remain less
visible, such as the experience and meaning of places, explicit within the regional accounts. In this way,
the regional account becomes a shared infrastructure: learning, iterative, and increasingly useful for
the decisions that shape the landscape.
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