
The historical development of the na-
ture-based solution concept 

The term NBS was first mentioned in 2008 by 
the World Bank (World Bank, 2008). However, 
many of the large international organisations 
have mentioned the concept in different reports 
(see Figure 1 for a timeline of seminal NBS 
works). In 2009, the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) promoted the 
use of NBS to adapt to climate change in its po-
sition paper on the United Nations Framework  

Convention on Climate Change COP 15 (IUCN, 
2009). Some years later the organization ad-
opted NBS as a part of its 2013–2016 Pro-
gramme (IUCN, 2012). The IUCN conceptualize 
NBS as an umbrella term for ecosystem-related 
approaches, such as green infrastructure, ecosy-
stem-based adaptation and ecosystem-based 
disaster risk reduction (Cohen-Shacham, Wal-
ters, Janzen, & Maginnis, 2016). In 2015, NBS 
was launched as a major research area within 
the EU research and innovation program, Hori-
zon 2020 (European Commission, 2015), which 

The idea of using nature to solve environmental problems is not new – it is the concept 
nature-based solutions (NBS) that is new. Since long, solutions related to flooding, pollut-
ion of soil, water and air, and human health and wellbeing have been developed and im-
plemented. These solutions usually have their dedicated scientific discipline, exploring 
how the solutions can be improved, and implemented. Many of the solutions also have 
their own practice, filled with knowledge on the practical implementation. Occasionally 
this science/practice area even has dedicated concepts, such as ecosystem-based adaptat-
ion and green infrastructure. 

 

The aim of this focus paper is to inform policy and decision makers about what the NBS 
concept is, how it is used and interpreted in science and practice, as well as its relation to 
other ecosystem-based green concepts. We ground the focus paper on a scientific litera-
ture review of peer-reviewed publications and a stakeholder analysis of Swedish actors at 
different societal levels and with different roles (see appendix A for details on the 
methodological approach).  

 

The focus paper consists of three sections and a final reflection. In the first section, we 
give an overview of how the NBS concept has evolved and how it is defined. In section two 
and three, we describe the uptake and use of the NBS concept in science, respectively in 
practice. In the section focussing on science, we have a global perspective, and in the 
section focussing on practice, we have a Swedish perspective. For both sections, we ask 
questions such as, who use the concept, what solutions is conceptualised as NBS and how 
does it relate to other concepts? The final reflection aims to lift the perspectives and di-
scuss advantages as well as disadvantages with the concept using the information presen-
ted in earlier sections. 

Nature-based solutions – what is the new concept about? 
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