Determining sustainable
production limits
for green growth
As countries develop and their populations increase, they exert pressure on the available natural
resources, largely to meet the growing demands for energy, commodities, food and water. River basins
are particularly vulnerable because they are rich in biodiversity and represent an important source of
fertile lands for the growing of crops, timber, fuel and for fresh water. In many basins, people also often
live and work in large concentrations. As a result, some ecosystems have become so degraded that
groups of people and communities have been displaced, pointing to the strong need to improve the
management of river basins in a sustainable way.
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Box 1: Key concepts and terms in considering sustainability thresholds
Ecosystem services (ES): these are defined as the direct and indirect contributions of ecosystems to human
well-being. The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment categorises ES into four main groups: provisioning
services (e.g., food, water, raw materials, genetic resources); habitat resources (e.g., maintenance of life
cycles of migratory experiences and genetic diversity); regulating services (e.g., air quality regulation,
climate regulation, moderation of extreme events, regulation of water flows, erosion prevention); cultural
services (e.g., aesthetic information, opportunities for recreation and tourism, spiritual experience,
information for cognitive development) (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005)
Environmental flows are described as ‘…the quantity, timing and quality of water flows required to sustain
freshwater and estuarine ecosystems and the human livelihoods and well-being that depend on these
ecosystems’ (Brisbane Declaration 2007)
Green Economic Growth (GEG) is described as an effective strategy to stimulate sustainable economic
growth in rural and urban areas to ensure poverty eradication, food supply security and improved quality of
life for all without the overexploitation of natural resources of soil, water, biodiversity, energy and cultural
capital. This involves looking at the best use of local resources to identify new opportunities and to search
for the integration of value chains and new markets.
GEG has received worldwide attention within the context of Rio+20 (the United Nations Conference on
Sustainable Development) and has been put forward as a tool to address the financial crisis as well as
promote sustainable development (Alterra Wageningen UR n.d.)
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Integrating interactive scenario building with quantitative assessment tools is key to developing more realistic

predictions on possible water consumption in the future. By addressing inputs on ecosystem services and market developments,
the results from the scenario building can be translated into key indicators for inclusive growth. Reiterations need to be done
when new opportunities for growth are detected.
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policy-makers, experts and other stakeholders.

critical, even though experience in participative

Typically, QUICKScan is used to scope, develop and

modelling has shown that it is difficult to engage

assess alternative policy options and/or spatial

with them when it comes to the concrete develop

plans. During the workshop, the impact of

ment of quantitative scenarios. Classical

alternative options is visualised using the knowledge

approaches to inquiry, which involve discussing with

of participants.

stakeholders and then processing their answers as

QUICKScan was developed by Alterra and the

input into simulation runs and then discussing the

European Environment Agency (EEA). It has been
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consider individual production systems and the

The method has also been used in Latin America
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conservation). For further details see:
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http://www.quickscan.pro.

they either focus on the detailed analysis at the
field scale or provide overview information at the
river basin or regional scale.
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(Hellegers et al., 2012).

upcoming changes and demands for natural
resources at the basin scale. Only then, can
the sustainable production limits be defined for

Interactive scenario building to support

a specific intervention.

decision-making
Actual changes in water consumption are driven by
land use change, and hence by those who invest in
production, agribusiness, and in the innovation of
value chains. Developing scenarios of sustainable
production limits, which reflect future land use as
realistically as possible, will help those in charge
to make improved decisions towards promoting
the sustainable development of river basins.
Involving stakeholders in scenario building is
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