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Abstract: Human well-being and the prerequisite sustainable environmental management
are currently at stake, reaching a bottleneck when trying to cope with (i) the ever-growing
world population, (ii) the constantly increasing need for natural resources (and the subsequent
overexploitation of species, habitats, ecosystems, and landscapes) and (iii) the documented and
on-going impacts of climate change. In developed societies, the concern about environmental
protection is set high in the public dialogue, as well as to management and policy agendas. The recently
constituted Intergovernmental Science—Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services
(IPBES) urges transformative changes for technological, economic, and social factors aiming to
tackle both direct and indirect drivers of biodiversity loss. By this, the role of conservation and
management practices for the environment is characterized as a crucial and top issue and should deal
with (a) promoting best practices from the local to the global level, (b) identifying spatial and temporal
knowledge gaps, (c) multidisciplinary aspects for sustainable management practices, (d) identifying
and interpreting the role of stakeholders and socio-economic parameters in the decision-making
process, and (e) methods and practices to integrate the concept of ecosystem services into natural
capital assessment and accounting, conservation and management strategies. Modern literature
highlights that land-use change and prioritization, restoration of natural areas, cultural landscape
identification and maintenance, should be considered to the top of the scientific and policy agenda,
as well as to the epicenter of novel awareness-raising strategies for the environment in the near future.
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During the last two decades our understanding about how ecosystems and the relevant biodiversity
attributes interact with human society has been scientifically increased, highlighting their importance
to the quality of life and human well-being [1]. Important initiatives triggered science—policy
interactions worldwide, based on the results of multidisciplinary approaches and case studies,
e.g., [2,3]. The importance of this interaction and co-existence of biodiversity, ecosystems in good
condition and socio-economic prosperity is recently studied by the Global Assessment of Biodiversity
and Ecosystem Services, under the Intergovernmental Science—Policy Platform on Biodiversity and
Ecosystem Services (IPBES) initiative [4]; the relevant summary of the assessment was approved in
2019, by more than 130 Governments, which constitute the Members of IPBES [1]. The results of this
extensive review and these analyses support the findings of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment,
presented 15 years ago (in 2005) [5], encouraging relevant, ongoing, national and local projects,
and urges for new efforts on pilot studies and implementation actions. Already, many countries are
on this track, implementing projects regarding capacity building, methodological standardization
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and drafting typologies (e.g., [6–11]), while ‘umbrella’ projects provide guidance to standardize and
mainstream the efforts in a wider scale (e.g., the ESMERALDA [12] and MAIA [13] Horizon 2020 projects
in the European Union). Even more multidisciplinary studies are published during the last decade [14],
indicating an increased trend; numerous future-projection assessments are also provided from global
(e.g., [15–17]) to local level (e.g., [18,19]), based mainly on climatic and/or management scenarios,
aiming to support decision making and policy needs for a sustainable management drafting.

Simultaneously, the United Nations Statistical Commission endorsed the System of
Environmental-Economic Accounting—Experimental Ecosystem Accounting (SEEA EEA) as the basis
for commencing testing and further development of natural capital accounting [20]. Further work has
been conducted aiming to raise awareness about, propose and demonstrate a set of concepts that are
needed to understand ecosystems as assets in natural capital accounting [21]. To fulfill this promising task
(even at its initial stages), (a) aspects of ecosystem extent, ecosystem condition and ecosystem services
(capacity, supply and potential supply) at different scales (i.e., local, regional and national) should be
considered and (b) baseline assessments are needed starting with relevant data gathering, modelling,
assessments and time series development. This need calls for robust scientific information on various
aspects of ecosystems’ characteristics, including area cover, biodiversity and functioning, as well as of
human activities and interactions ranging from industrial activity to intellectual use and aesthetic value.

It is evident that this complex scientific environment and the multi-disciplinarity needed for
this holistic approach presupposes robust spatially assigned scientific evidence from natural and
environmental sciences, as well as from humanitarian sciences and the socio-economic filed. Moreover,
examples from case-studies implemented in different places around the globe should be considered
for knowledge transfer and replication to meet local needs in similar conditions. The purpose of this
Special Issue (SI) is to contribute to this effort by presenting case examples from different regions of the
world dealing with biodiversity, habitat dynamics, management scenarios, human-nature interaction
and policy initiatives on biodiversity and ecosystem services. We believe that the papers published in
this SI provide scientific evidence on various aspects of nature conservation and management aiming
to support win–win opportunities for human activities within the environment, which are considered
as increasingly scarce in a ‘full’ global, ecological–economic system [22].
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