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The big question 

behind the ‘green 

economy’… 

Can you change 

the destructive 

impact of a system 

with the same 

logic that created 

it? 
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The logic of contemporary 

conservation 

Major trends in conservation policy and practice: 
1. Privatizing park management 

2. Payments for environmental services (TEEB, etc) 

3. Carbon credits (CDM) & REDD  

4. Conservation marketing 

5. New financial + ICT mechanisms: 
1. Conservation derivatives, Species banking (see www.speciesbanking.com), Sustainability 

enhancement investments, Wetland credits 

2. Web 2.0 / social media tools 

6. Tourism 

 Many of these obviously in relation to protected areas and community-

based conservation initiatives 
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http://www.speciesbanking.com/


05 December 

2012 

4 



05 December 2012 5 

‘Neoliberal conservation’ 

 ‘Neoliberal conservation ’  has moved beyond 
opening up the natural realm to the logic of capital, 
and thus beyond the traditional Marxist political 
ecology emphasis that nature must be seen as a set 
of “ radically different environments that have 
been created under several centuries of 
capitalism” (Harvey, 1998: 332); 

 It is the idea that nature can only be ‘saved’ 
through its submission to capital and its 
subsequent revaluation in capitalist terms 
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NC boosted after the 

Financial Crisis 

 Global green new deal or 

the ‘green economy’ 

 Tackles three crises for the 

price of one 

 How? By going from 

money growing on trees… 

 To trees growing on 

money 

http://henrikhustad.files.wordpress.com/2007/11/money_on_trees_copy1.jpg


The need to ‘value’ nature…? 

“The invisibility of biodiversity 

values has often encouraged 

inefficient use or even 

destruction of the natural 

capital that is the foundation of 

our economies.” 

Pavan Sukhdev 
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Need to ‘value’ nature…? 
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Some core questions in theorizing 

the current ‘green economy’ 

How does value-creation work in the 21st century 

global capitalist economy? What is (most) valuable in 

today’s capitalist economy? 

What will happen when we try to make conservation 

‘valuable’ according to the contemporary capitalist 

idea of value? 

And to what kind of ‘nature’ and ‘conservation’ does 

this lead? 



Value in contemporary 

Capitalism 

 Capital is ‘money in process’, ‘value in process’ (Marx) 

 Central imperative: “to reduce the time and cost of 

circulation so that capital can be returned more quickly to the 

sphere of production and accumulation can proceed more 

rapidly” (Smith): importance of circulation 

 Enhanced tremendously by ICT technologies 

 Depends – vitally – on credit and fictitious capital: “money 

thrown into circulation as capital without any material basis 

in commodities or productive activity” (Harvey) 
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Value in contemporary 

Capitalism (2) 

 Credit can function to stabilize circulation, but at the same 

time reinforces and enlarges contradictions, especially 

overproduction and speculation 

 In the process, ‘ephemeral values’ emerge, based not on 

material commodities but on immaterial commodities: 

expertise, financial constructs, meaning-giving, brands, etc.  

 Two major consequences 
– the valorization of production is increasingly alienated from the act of 

production 

– Increasing reliance on continuous intensification of capital circulation 

lest fictitious capital loses its ‘value’ 
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Illustration: the financial crisis 
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So… 

what will happen when we try to 

make conservation ‘valuable’ 

according to the contemporary 

capitalist idea of value? 
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When nature becomes 

‘Natural Capital’? 
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 First: a need to assign quantitatively comparable values to 

qualitatively incommensurable conditions and relationships 

 Quantification problematic and inherently anti-ecological: 

1) “unlike money, ‘nature cannot be disaggregated into discrete and homogenous value 

units’”;  

2) a reliance on money leads to “inadequate accounting for the irreversible character of 

many natural processes”;  

3) monetization involves an absolute “tension between money’s quantitative limitlessness 

and the limits to natural wealth of any given material qualities”;  

4) the price of a resource stock determined not only by absolute size, but by many other 

aspects of how markets work, meaning price may not rise as depletion occurs; and  

5) “higher resource prices may actually accelerate a resource’s depletion” 
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Nature becomes ‘Natural 

Capital’ 
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 Second: Material natures need to be refashioned / 

reconceptualized such that they enable the circulation of 

ephemeral values  

 In order for natural capital markets to work, they must make those 

markets ‘liquid’ 

 Problematic for markets of ‘environmental services’, as their 

liquidity is usually circumscribed in space and time 

 Hence: necessity to go beyond simple ‘payments for ecosystem 

services’ systems, as  these are not ‘liquid’ enough 

 PES overtaken by many other initiatives to turn nature into 

circulating capital 

 

 

 



The emergence of fictitious 

conservation 
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 Fundamental contradiction in the link between 

material environment and monetized service 

 Distinct natures need to be standardized and utterly 

abstracted in order to be exchangeable, leading to a 

profoundly ‘new face of nature’ 

 Creating systematic speculation, risks and the 

(ultimate) separation of nature from the material and 

social conditions that produced them 

 But that is exactly the point! 
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The emergence of fictitious 

conservation (2) 
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 The upshot is the full-fledged conversion of conserved nature 

into capital, so enabling its ultimate purpose: becoming a new 

vehicle for money in process, or value in process 

 Conservation, becomes fictitious capital, leading to ‘fictitious 

conservation’: the severing of conservation action and 

material natures 

 The limits of fictitious conservation: obviously intertwined 

with other forms of conservation 

 



Concluding thoughts 

 Current (capitalist!) green economy is part of the 

intensification of capitalism 

 To believe that nature can be conserved by increasing 

the intensity, reach and depth of the logic of capital is 

arguably one of the biggest contradictions of our times 

 The simultaneous production of believe systems (Jim 

Igoe) and understanding circulation in alternative 

economies (Sian Sullivan) 
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Where to go from here? 

Be critical of solutions based on the same logic that 

created the problem in the first place 

 Important is to focus on ‘systemic’ features: we must 

confront the logic behind the ecological crisis 

Two-step strategy:  

Short term: truly ‘green’ production processes, cut subsidies, 

redirect public spending, tax CO2, financial transactions, 

defuse competitive pressure, slow down trade, etc 

Medium to longer term: conceptualizing and building 
‘alternative economic spaces’, based not on capital as ‘value 
in process’ and economic growth but on equality and 
democratic values rooted in people and nature 
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Thanks! 

buscher@iss.nl  


