
Ecosystem Services of organic food production: advancing a 

sustainability assessment tool 
 

 

Farms contribute to the provision of ecosystem services. Read how FOODLEVERS incorporated 

ecosystem services in a sustainability assessment tool for innovative organic farming systems. 

 

 
FOODLEVERS’ team members testing the updated Public Goods-Tool with the novel ecosystem service 

indicators. Photo: Valerie Holzner. 

 

Apart from their primary production function farms provide many ecosystem services. Ecosystem 

services include all effects of ecological systems that provide benefits to humans in direct or 

indirect ways. They include provisioning services (e.g. provision of food), regulating services (e.g. 

regulation of climate, air purification, water) and cultural services (e.g. importance of nature for 

leisure and recreation, education). The evaluation of ecosystem services provided by agricultural 

value chains is an essential part of FOODLEVERS’ holistic sustainability analysis of innovative ways 

of organic food production. 

 

 

Figure 1: Preliminary results of literature review:  share 

of indicators (in %) found for each group  of ecosystem 

services. Created by: Michael den Herder. 

 

 

 

 

 



To achieve this, an important step was to identify key indicators for measuring ecosystem services 

that would advance an existing tool for assessing the sustainability of farming systems, the Public 

Goods-Tool1. Therefore, FOODLEVERS’ project team applied a three-stage selection and validation 

process. 

 

 
Figure 2: Example of the resulting radar diagram from Public Goods-Tool assessment showing scores for 

each area (1 is the lowest, 5 is the highest score). 

 

First, the extensive literature review resulted in a pre-selection of about 100 indicators (from 635 

in total) after having prioritised according to data quality, time requirements and relevance for 

the FOODLEVERS case studies. Special attention was given to including indicators capturing 

biodiversity, human nutrition and social well-being. Second, stakeholder surveys were conducted 

on national level. The 130 respondents were either part of the case studies’ food systems or/and 

experts for related thematic (sub-)aspects. This selection method yielded 25 indicators in the 

domains of environmental integrity, economic resilience and social well-being. Third, seven 

national workshops were held successfully. Experts and practitioners tested and validated the 

applicability, relevance and measurability of the adapted assessment tool for organic farming. 

 

In the following months, the final version of the assessment tool will be put into practice by 

conducting on-site interviews with FOODLEVERS’ innovative case study farmers. In dialogue with 

the farmers, the tool is compiled with data. In addition to indicating a farm’s performance from 



different angles (e.g. soil management, landscape and heritage, energy and carbon, animal health 

and welfare, etc.) the updated Public Goods-Tool will now also highlight the services a farm 

provides to the ecosystem, above and beyond the food and other products leaving the farm gate. 

The results are illustrated in a radar diagram indicating the performance in the different areas in 
scores (see Figure 2). By the means of the tool farmers learn about their farm’s overall 
sustainability and highlights areas where their farm performs well. It is also useful for identifying 
areas for improvement and possible solutions as well as for monitoring changes over time. In the 
context of FOODLEVERS, the results are expected to provide information on the sustainability 
performance of the innovative organic case studies. The method will help to contribute to 
FOODLEVERS’ overall aim by identifying deep leverage points, the most effective intervention 
points to make food systems more sustainable. 

 

 

Relevant links: 

Read more about FOODLEVERS 

https://www.foodlevers.org/ 
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