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 Discourse used in the field of conservation, be it of animals, land masses or marine zones, 

matters in that discourse and practice are mutually constitutive and discourse will therefore 

ultimately influence how conservation is practiced. Conservation discourses have shifted over 

time depending on the broader political economic climate. At present, neoliberal conservation 

discourse is gaining traction amongst terrestrial conservationists and has both proponents and 

detractors; however, it is less clear whether marine conservationists have similarly adopted the 

discourse of property rights, markets and incentives. Marine conservation is a newer pursuit, and 

has tended to follow in the path of its terrestrial counterpart. It is therefore of consequence 

whether and how the neoliberal discourse is beginning to impact marine conservation. While 

some academic literature has focused on neoliberal discourse in marine environments, to date it 

has been narrow in scope, mostly focusing on the privatization of fisheries and the role of 

neoliberalism in the privatization of marine protected areas (MPAs). However, the versatility of 

neoliberal approaches to conservation suggests that the impact may be much more widespread 

than this. With the potential to align itself with previously dominant discourses such as fortress 

conservation and community-based conservation, neoliberal conservation stands to gain traction. 

This thesis addresses the lack of attention given to neoliberal conservation in marine 

environments by conducting a collaborative event ethnography (CEE) of the Tenth Conference 

of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD-COP10). The CBD-COP10 is a 

forum where a diverse array of actors from the public, private and civil society sectors come 



together to discuss the future of the field of conservation. It is here that ideas about conservation 

are both conceptualized and contested, and those that become dominant discourses can 

ultimately influence how conservation is undertaken in practice. The research finds that as with 

terrestrial conservation, a wide range of marine actors are indeed invoking neoliberal 

conservation discourse. At the CBD-COP10, neoliberal discourse and its related practices were 

rarely challenged and often lauded, from NGO and government partnerships with the private 

sector, to economic valuation, to the drive towards a ‘green economy’.  By revealing this usage, 

this thesis contributes to scholarship by addressing the lack of attention to the impact of 

neoliberal conservation discourses in the marine realm. It also shows that the study of discourse 

can be a useful mode of understanding how marine conservation is conceptualized. It helps to 

illuminate the power channels through which discourse travels and how a particular discourse 

can become dominant, which is important to understand because dominant discourses can 

ultimately impact how conservation is practiced. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Research Context 

Neoliberalism, which can be simply defined as the reorganizing of the world in order to 

accommodate the spread of free-market capitalism (Igoe & Brockington, 2007), is 

restructuring the way in which environmental governance, and thus conservation, is 

conducted. The influence of neoliberalism upon environmental governance and 

conservation has been well documented and critiqued (see Bakker, 2010; Büscher & 

Whande, 2007; Igoe & Brockington, 2007; Castree, 2008a; 2008b; 2010a; 2010b; 

Mansfield, 2004; McAfee, 1999; McCarthy, 2006; McCarthy & Prudham, 2004), but it is 

not yet clear whether or how marine conservation specifically is being influenced by the 

spread of neoliberalism. Given the noted increase of neoliberal principles in conservation 

more broadly and the focus at the international level on increasing marine protection, it is 

important to document the changes that neoliberalism may be driving in marine 

conservation thinking. This could be done by documenting neoliberal marine 

conservation practice; however, given limited current evidence of such practice outside of 

attempts in other marine sectors to reduce overuse, such as the use of individual 

transferrable quotas in fisheries, it makes more sense to document the rise of neoliberal 

discourse in contemporary marine conservation thinking.  The rationale for this is that 

discourse is not divorced from practice. They are mutually constitutive, and, in this way, 

discourse is important.    

Hajer (2005, p. 44) defines discourse as “a specific ensemble of ideas, concepts, and 

categorizations that are produced, reproduced, and transformed in a particular set of 
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practices and through which meaning is given to physical and social realities” (Hajer, 

1995, p. 44). Discourse matters because it has the power to constrain action but also to 

reshape which actions are taken. It explains how and why society behaves the way it 

does, but also provides the space for social change in the dissolution of a dominant 

discourse and its replacement with a new discourse (Hajer, 1995). Essentially, discourses 

are produced, reproduced and transformed through practice. For example, Hajer explains 

that both physics and environmental radicalism are discourses. The former is produced, 

reproduced and transformed in the classroom, through experiments and through peer-

reviewed journals, whereas the latter goes through these processes via protests, the living 

of an alternative lifestyle and the perpetuation of the ‘noble savage’. The speaker and his 

or her position in society are important because they reveal something about the 

institutional context. Considering the context of and to whom a discourse is directed can 

provide insight into the society in which it is produced (i.e. the physicist versus the 

environmental radical).  Also important is the speaker’s ability to weave language in such 

a way that it is understood and becomes pervasive. It is not only who has agency, but also 

the specific idioms that the person is able to harness in order to captivate an audience 

(Hajer, 1995). As a discourse is repetitively invoked it creates a set of norms which can 

be thought of as a narrative. A narrative takes on the structure of a story consisting of a 

beginning, middle and end. Narratives are not ideological, but rather provide a scenario 

where an outcome occurs given that a set of events or positions unfold as described (Roe, 

1991).  

 Discourse analysis thus involves the examination of both discussions and social 

context (Hajer, 1995). In other words, it is necessary to consider not only what is being 
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said, but also where the discussion is taking place and who the participants in the 

discussion are. Therefore, in order to understand the extent to which neoliberal discourse 

is or is not being adopted within the field of marine conservation, one must examine not 

only what marine conservationists are saying, but also where they are saying it and to 

whom. This thesis chronicles the use of neoliberal discourse by those involved with 

marine conservation within the institutional context of the Convention on Biological 

Diversity (CBD), specifically at the meeting of the tenth Conference of the Parties (CBD-

COP10).  

Within the field of environmental conservation, the CBD is a major venue for global 

environmental governance. The CBD is the multilateral environmental agreement (MEA) 

that governs biodiversity conservation. Biodiversity is defined as the variability between 

species and ecosystems, and includes diversity both within and between species, and 

within ecosystems (UNEP/CBD, 2003). Article 1 of the CBD states its objectives to be 

biodiversity conservation, sustainable use of the components of biodiversity, and the 

sharing of benefits that arise from the use of genetic resources (UNEP/CBD, 1992). The 

CBD, which opened for signatures on June 5th, 1992, in Rio de Janeiro at the United 

Nations Conference on Environment and Development, is considered one of the most 

successful MEAs in terms of quantity of signatories, with 193 contracting parties, and is 

regarded as one of the major achievements of that conference (Henne & Fakir, 1999; 

Siebenhuner, 2007). In addition to the Conference of the Parties (COP), the institutions of 

the CBD include: "the Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical and Technological 

Advice, (SBSTTA); the Secretariat of the Convention, (the Secretariat); the Clearing-

house Mechanism, (CHM); the Global Environment Facility, (GEF), as the  interim  
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financial mechanism" Henne and Fakir (1999, p. 319). Although SBSTTA can make 

recommendations to the parties of the CBD, it is only the COP that has the ability to 

make official decisions regarding these recommendations. In this model, decisions are 

made at the international level, and the contracting parties are charged with implementing 

policies to support the CBD at the national and local levels (Henne & Fakir, 1999).  

 The CBD has many different programmes, but the one of importance for this 

study is the Marine and Coastal Biodiversity Programme. This programme recognizes the 

need to act on marine biodiversity conservation, as the stressors from human-use faced by 

the marine environment are both grave and plentiful. It sets targets for marine 

biodiversity conservation, promotes sustainable use of marine resources, encourages the 

participation of all stakeholders and seeks to improve capacity building for managers of 

marine resources with regards to integrated management strategies (CBD COP VIII, 

2006; CBD, 2010a). Although targets are established at the international level by the 

CBD-COP, the onus is on the contracting parties to write targets into national policy and 

to monitor their achievement. With 193 member states, the CBD is an important vehicle 

for conveying the current ways in which conservation is being conceptualized by these 

actors through their use of various environmental discourses. Since discourse and practice 

are mutually constitutive, the CBD also has the ability to have a profound impact on the 

way actors relate conservation discourse to conservation practices.     

 Prominent discourses in the field of conservation are shifting, just as they are 

shifting in the broader field of environmental governance. For example, as will be further 

explained in chapter 2, at various times different conservation discourses, explaining both 

how conservation problems are conceptualized and which solutions should be employed, 
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have been more or less prominent. From state-centric fortress conservation to 

community-based conservation, these discourses have both co-existed and competed 

(Bücher & Whande, 2007). Given constantly shifting conservation narratives, it is 

important to engage in critiquing how conservation is conceptualized through the use of 

various discourses and their culmination in narratives that ultimately explain why and 

how certain conservation outcomes are achieved.  

 At the 10th Conference of the Parties (COP) to the CBD held in Nagoya, Japan 

from Oct 18-29, 2010, marine conservation and neoliberal approaches to conservation, 

the two main foci of this thesis, had a strong presence. Many environmental problems in 

the marine environment have been identified by academics, including the climate change-

related issues of ocean acidification and coral bleaching, overfishing and sewage 

discharge amongst others (Carpenter et al., 2008). In terms of neoliberal approaches to 

terrestrial conservation, studies and programs such as The Economics of Ecosystems and 

Biodiversity (TEEB) and Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 

Degradation (REDD), have been pervasive in recent years. Although neoliberal 

approaches to the environment are seen in terrestrial conservation, there exists in the 

academic literature on the topic competing understandings that this can be problematic 

(see Büscher & Whande, 2007; Dempsey & Robertson, 2012; Heynen et al., 2007; 

McCarthy & Prudham, 2004; Robertson, 2004), promising (see Costanza et al., 1997; 

Steiner et al., 2003 ), or both (see Mansfield, 2007).  Despite the rise of neoliberal 

discourse in terrestrial conservation, and its application in marine environments through 

individual transferable quotas (ITQs) and similar approaches to fisheries management, 

very few studies exist of the influence of neoliberal discourse on marine conservation 
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(but see Levine 2007). A response to this lack of attention and an examination of the 

different ways in which neoliberal approaches to conservation are perceived by marine 

conservationists (be they problematic, promising, or both) are undertaken in this thesis 

through a discourse analysis of the CBD-COP10.    

 

1.2 Research Aims and Objectives 

The aim of this thesis is to assess how marine conservation was conceptualized by a 

variety of actors during marine conservation deliberations at the CBD-COP10. Based on 

this review, gaps in knowledge and opportunities for future research will be identified. In 

order to fulfill this aim, the following objectives have been adopted: 

1. To ascertain which discourses and narratives were present at the CBD-

COP10 during meetings related to marine conservation. 

2. To determine whether and how neoliberal ideas about conservation influ-

ence marine conservation discourses and narratives at the CBD-COP10; in 

particular, how neoliberal conservation approaches are reshaping how ma-

rine conservation is conceptualized. 

The following section will outline how these objectives will be fulfilled through data col-

lection and analysis. 

1.3 Research Approach and Thesis Structure 

This thesis explores conservation narratives present at the CBD COP10 with specific 

reference to marine biodiversity conservation. Chapter 2 presents a review of literature 

pertaining to the fulfillment of the objectives. The bodies of literature explored are 
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environmental governance and biodiversity conservation, focusing specifically on marine 

conservation, conservation narratives, and neoliberal conservation; the relationship 

between these bodies of literature is shown in Figure 1. The purpose of the literature 

review is to provide the relevant background to understanding the impact of neoliberal 

conservation ideas upon marine conservation discourse as it was discussed at the CBD-

COP10 (objective 2). A study of the evolution of environmental governance is pertinent 

to developing the picture of how neoliberal conservation has emerged as a dominant 

discourse in the field of conservation in general, and how it is beginning to play a role in 

how marine conservation is conceptualized.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Relationship between Environmental Governance, Biodiversity 

Conservation, Marine Conservation and Neoliberal Conservation 
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Chapter 3 describes the method of Collaborative Event Ethnography (CEE) that 

was used for this thesis. As a part of a larger 17 person research team the researcher 

gathered information for this thesis not only through her own observations, but also 

through collaboration with other team members who attended different events. Since an 

international conference of this magnitude involves the simultaneous occurrence of 

relevant meetings and events, a team of researchers is able to capture a greater amount of 

data than could one individual researcher. The 17 researchers involved in this project 

collaborated on data collection, and were further divided into smaller groups in which 

data was analyzed and written about based on topic. For example, in addition to this 

thesis, the researcher has collaborated with other team members in the analysis of data 

relating to parks and protected areas (PAs), markets, and marine conservation in general. 

Collaborative pieces of work on these topics are either in review or in preparation. While 

participation in the larger project has allowed the researcher to participate in these 

collaborative analyses of various topics pertaining to biodiversity conservation and to 

access the data collected by the entire team, the analysis in this thesis is purely her own.  

The fourth chapter of this thesis presents the results of the data analysis, focusing 

on the presence of various narratives of marine conservation (Objective 1) and the ways 

in which neoliberal ideas informed discussions of marine conservation (Objective 2). 

Chapter 5 presents areas of discussion that arise based on these results. Finally, a research 

summary, contributions, limitations, and opportunities for future research are offered in 

the concluding chapter.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter provides context for the thesis by presenting a review of two key bodies of 

literature, environmental governance and biodiversity conservation. Specific focus is 

placed upon marine conservation, conservation narratives, and neoliberal conservation.  

2.1 The Evolution of Environmental Governance 

In order to fully understand where the practice of environmental governance is, one needs 

to examine where it has been and why changes occur. Conservation is one mode of 

governing the environment, and its practices have evolved alongside changes in the 

broader arena of environmental governance, making the exploration of this evolution 

relevant to this thesis. From state-led command and control governance to the hybrid 

modes of governance found in the present neoliberal political economy, the following 

sub-sections will outline the evolution of environmental governance before conducting a 

more thorough examination of approaches to biodiversity conservation generally and 

marine conservation specifically.  

2.1.1 Defining Environmental Governance 

Environmental regimes are in a state of continuous change, whether from internal 

political pressures or external environmental stressors (Young, 2010). In order to 

understand the evolution of environmental governance, one must first arrive at a 

definition for the term. However, definitions of environmental governance are as diverse 

as they are plentiful (Bierman & Pattberg, 2008). 
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  According to Lemos and Agrawal (2006, p. 298), environmental governance can 

be defined as follows: 

[Environmental governance is] synonymous with interventions aiming at change 

in environment-related incentives, knowledge institutions, decision making and 

 behaviours... the set of regulatory processes, mechanisms and organizations 

through which political actors influence environmental actions and outcomes. 

 

This definition shows that environmental governance is not synonymous with 

government. Any of the above listed criteria could apply to a multitude of actors. While 

traditionally a state-led approach was taken to deal with environmental ills (see Sinclair, 

1997 and Bryant & Wilson, 1998 for a discussion of state-led environmental 

management), environmental governance has since evolved to include a number of 

hybrid models involving various combinations of state, civil society and private actors 

(Bulkeley, 2005; Lemos & Agrawal, 2006). This is an evolution stemming from the 

emergence of international environmental regimes during the 1980s and 90s and previous 

work of intergovernmental and non-governmental environmental organizations. It is the 

recognition of the agency of non-state actors that separates global environmental 

governance from international environmental politics, which has tended to focus 

exclusively on state actors (Biermann & Pattberg, 2008).  

 While government does conduct 'governance,' a broader definition is required as 

governance can occur without any coercive power on the part of the nation-state 

(Paavola, 2007). According to Vogler (2010), there are those who would argue that, with 

the entrance of so many actors in charge of governance, a state of anarchy is created 
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where there is no sovereign power to enforce decisions regarding the environment. In 

fact, Himley's (2008, p. 434) definition of environmental governance as "a means to refer 

to the trend away from state-centric forms of social and economic regulation", shows that 

by its very definition environmental governance has come to mean a shift away from 

traditional state-led governance of the environment. This shift involves the creation of 

new scales for governance as a simultaneous scaling up and scaling down of 

environmental governance occurs (McCarthy & Prudham, 2004; Himley, 2008).  

 Himley (2008) suggests that the scaling up of environmental governance means 

that it is no longer merely national in scope, but is rather becoming increasingly global, 

and governments must work together in order to achieve environmentally optimal 

outcomes. Resource use crosses borders, as do the environmental impacts of their use. 

The global nature of environmental problems has caused the term 'global environmental 

governance' to become common parlance amongst scholars in this field (see Biermann & 

Pattberg, 2008). The globalization of environmental problems through the establishment 

of multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) and other global venues open 

previously unexposed locales to the pressures of a neoliberal political economy and 

neoliberal approaches to environmental fixes, as will be discussed later in this thesis. This 

makes the CBD, an MEA, a prime venue to examine the manifestation of the global 

nature of environmental governance found in society today.   

At the same time, scaling down means a transfer of environmental governance from 

the national level to sub-regional and local levels.  The scaling up and scaling down of 

environmental governance, although seemingly acting to move governance in opposite 

directions away from the nation state, acts to more closely bind the various scales (global, 
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national and local) to one another. Governance at a global level brings together a diverse 

group of actors, not only from different sectors (public, private, and civil society), but 

from different countries around the world, thus spreading concepts that may have at one 

time remained local throughout the world (Büscher & Whande, 2007). 

According to Lemos and Agrawal (2006) scaling down has occurred in response to 

a perceived failure of the state to manage the environment effectively (see also Büscher 

and Whande’s (2007) discussion surrounding bioregional conservation). Reinforcing the 

links between environment and economy, this loss of faith in the state as an effective 

environmental manager occurred concurrently with the state's failure to effectively 

manage the economy. This is most prominently demonstrated by the fall of economies 

exhibiting centralized control (Lemos & Agrawal, 2006). It is at these levels that 

neoliberal practices are gaining practical ground. For example, international development 

practitioners have been employing a neoliberal doctrine in the Global South to 

decentralize political and environmental governance in the name of efficiency and 

accountability (Himley, 2008). Although these elements of a neoliberal doctrine are being 

adopted on the ground at the local level by both local and foreign development 

practitioners, it is the involvement of development agencies such as USAID and the 

Canadian International Development Agency and lending institutions such as the World 

Bank and International Monetary Fund at the global scale that have brought the concepts 

to these locales. This emphasizes the relationship between scaling up and scaling down. 

Effectiveness in this case depends on increasing democratic participation of citizens in 

environmental governance, and is part of the greater shift towards democratic political 

processes that have been taking place in the developing world (Lemos & Agrawal, 2006). 
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The tendency towards decentralization is echoed in Robertson's (2004) study of wetland 

mitigation banking in the United States, and is one of the key features of the new post-

Fordist neoliberal economy (Castree, 2008a; Castree, 2008b). These features will be 

discussed in further depth in section 2.3.  

 The rescaling of environmental governance referred to above is not uncontested 

(Himley, 2008). In their discussion of post-Keynsian economics in America, where 

neoliberal policies are not only popular but rampant, McCarthy and Prudham (2004) 

indicate that the average American voter is still not comfortable with the idea of 

removing all environmental protections and leaving the health of the environment to the 

fate of private markets. Indeed, there are both advantages and disadvantages to the 

decentralization of environmental governance. For example, decentralization can be seen 

as the strengthening of a civil society whose voice was too often quashed under 

centralized state control, as was the case in Bolivia where civil society was able to 

challenge a state once it had been weakened by neoliberalism (McCarthy, 2006); there is 

a stronger focus on the local (meaning that those closest to and most involved with the 

resource in question have more control over its management, as per Locke’s argument for 

the enclosure of the commons) resulting in the land being managed by those that work it 

(McCarthy & Prudham, 2004); and management becomes more flexible as it is not 

weighed down by an extensive bureaucratic process (McCarthy, 2006). It has been 

argued that giving more control to the 'local' will result in greater economic growth and 

environmental protection, and thus greater community stability (see Brendler & Carey, 

1998; M’Gonigle, 1998; Tollefson, 1998) (McCarthy, 2006). Conversely, there are 

concerns that decentralization in these cases relies too heavily on the assumptions of the 
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homogeneity of the local and its benevolence towards environmental protection and 

sustainability. There is also a concern that local environmental management lacks 

cohesion (as efforts vary not only between the Global North and South, but even within 

countries) and monitoring and outcome assessments are often non-existent, thus calling to 

question any claims that legitimacy is increased at the local level (McCarthy, 2005).  

 However, despite its controversial nature, the breadth of neoliberal approaches 

that accompany the decentralization of environmental governance is widespread 

(McCarthy and Prudham, 2004; Castree, 2008a) and will be discussed in section 2.1.3. 

The following section will introduce a discussion on the 'scaling-up' of environmental 

governance and the role of multilateral environmental agreements at the international 

level.   

2.1.2 Mutilateral Environmental Agreements 

A review of literature on environmental governance reveals that, while governance is still 

being conducted at all scales, emphasis is now being placed on global environmental 

governance (Steiner, Kimball & Scanlon, 2003). Various international environmental 

regimes (for example those for climate change, biodiversity conservation, etc.) use MEAs 

to manage environmental problems at the global scale. There are many different 

definitions of what constitutes an MEA based on different combinations of membership 

and type of regulation, but even with stricter guidelines, the number of MEAs is quite 

impressive. For example, Mitchell (2003, p. 432) defines an MEA as an 

"intergovernmental document intended as legally binding with a primary stated purpose 

of preventing or managing human impacts on natural resources." By this definition, 

which excludes agreements that do not have the express mandate of environmental 
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protection but result in environmentally positive outcomes, Mitchell (2003) counts 700 

MEAs and over 1000 bilateral environmental agreements. Steiner et al. (2003, p. 227) 

state that MEAs are a means to "resolve transboundary problems with neighbouring 

states and adopt harmonized approaches, they increasingly offer access to worldwide 

knowledge, tools and financial resources, and they can give conservation agencies a 

stronger mandate domestically." Issues arise with MEAs, however, as a result of their 

perceived anarchical structure (Vogler, 2010) and questions surround their legitimacy and 

effectiveness (Andresen & Hey, 2005).  

 As previously mentioned, the scaling-up of environmental governance discussed 

in this section has been accompanied by a simultaneous scaling-down to the local level 

where neoliberal practices are also taking hold. The following section will address the 

increase of neoliberal practices and policy in environmental governance.  

2.1.3 Environmental Governance and Neoliberalism 

Environmental governance has evolved to see more control given to inter-governmental 

organizations, as the above discussion of MEAs has shown. In the opposite direction, 

environmental governance has also been devolved to the local level where not only 

government but private and civil society actors take on the role of managers of the 

environment. The inclusion of the private sector has led to an increase in market-based 

mechanisms under neoliberal ideology. Table 1 identifies the key features of 

neoliberalism in no particular order as: (1) privatization; (2) marketization; (3) 

deregulation; (4) market proxies in the residual public sector; and (5) the construction of 

flanking mechanisms in civil society. 
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Table 1: The Key Features of Neoliberalism 

Key Features of Neoliberalism 

Privatization • The assignment of clear private property rights to social or 
environmental phenomena that were previously state-owned, 
unowned, or communally owned.  

• New owners of hitherto unprivatized phenomena can poten-
tially come from anywhere across the globe 

Marketization • The assignment of prices to phenomena that were previously 
shielded from market exchange or for various reasons un-
priced.  

• These prices are set by markets that are potentially global in 
scale, which is why neoliberalism is often equated with geo-
graphically unbound 'free trade' 

Deregulation or 

reregulation 

• Deregulation is the 'rollback' of state 'interference' in numer-
ous areas of social and environmental life so that (i) state 
regulation is 'light touch' and (ii) more and more actors be-
come self-governing within centrally prescribed frameworks 
and rules 

• Reregulation is an alternative to deregulation that still sees 
the involvement of the state. In this case the state makes 
previously untradeable things into tradable commodities. 

Market proxies in the 

residual public sector 

• The state-led attempt to run remaining public services along 
private sector lines as 'efficient' and 'competitive' businesses 

The construction of 

flanking mechanisms 

in civil society 

• The state-led encouragement of civil society groups (chari-
ties, NGOs, 'communities', etc) to provide services that in-
terventionist states formerly provided, or could potentially 
provide for citizens.  

• These civil society groups are also seen as being able to of-
fer compensatory mechanisms that can tackle any problems 
citizens suffer as a result of the previous five things listed. 

Source: Adapted from Castree, 2008a 

For the purposes of this thesis, it is privatization, marketization and 

deregulation/reregulation that are of interest. Deregulation was widely advocated during 

the 1980s during which time there an open attitude of hostility towards the state. This is 

referred to as 'rollback' neoliberalism (meaning the 'rolling back' of the state), whereas 

now neoliberalism is shifting within itself to 'roll out' neoliberalism, which involves a 
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reintroduction of the state, albeit in a more neoliberal format (i.e. public-private 

partnerships) (McCarthy, 2005). This can be thought of as reregulation (Igoe & 

Brockington, 2007). To briefly touch on the last two items on Castree's (2008a) list, it is 

important to note that there is strong opposition to the running of public services with the 

private sector goals of efficiency and competitiveness, and that civil society groups are 

not able to adequately deal with the negative impacts upon society of privatization, 

marketization and deregulation. Overall, it is argued by many authors that the main tenets 

of neoliberalism will lead to "predominantly environmentally undesirable and socially 

regressive political and economic outcomes" (Heynen et al., 2007, p.2).  

 How has this controversial approach to environmental governance gained such a 

foothold? According to Bakker (2010), the neoliberalization of nature (and thus 

environmental governance as the 'manager' of nature) occurred in response to society's 

awakening in the 1970s to the fact that there were limits to growth; that growth had, in 

fact, led to massive environmental degradation. Capital was reconfigured in order to 

capture environmental externalities, and to reap profit from these externalities (Bakker, 

2010). Bakker (2010, p. 12) captured this well when she wrote,  

Environmental governance – from local to global scales – has been captured by 

the doctrine of ‘liberal environmentalism’, which asserts the belief in the 

‘compatibility  of environmental concern, economic growth, the basic tenets of a 

market economy, and a liberal international order'... Simply put, whereas market 

principles were often viewed in opposition to environmental protection and 

conservation in the mid-twentieth century, they had, by the end of the century, 
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become reconciled with economic growth and entrenched in mainstream 

environmental policy as emblematized in the doctrine of sustainable development. 

 

Rather than scaling back capitalism in order to prevent further environmental 

degradation, the economy has remained in a capitalist framework that internalizes 

environmental externalities rather than discounts them. After all, according to Castree (in 

Robertson, 2004, p. 362), "capital is about creative destruction, not simply ecological 

degradation." That is to say, capital is following a 'natural' evolution whereby a new order 

builds upon the old one, thus the term 'creative destruction.'  

 While Castree's (2008a; 2008b) discussion of the neoliberalization of 

environmental governance is an examination of what is being said in the field of critical 

geography, it is also important to note that there are those who wholeheartedly support 

these processes. Taylor's (in Heynen et al., 2007, p. 1) strong statement, "Capitalism can 

save more lives threatened by environmental pollution than all the environmental 

organizations combined", is clear evidence of the faith that some put into neoliberal 

approaches to environmental governance, and provides a stark contrast to Bakker's 

(2010) claim that it is the neoliberalization of nature (i.e. the application of capitalist 

principles to nature) that has led to massive environmental degradation.  

 There are many instances where the critique of the application of neoliberalism in 

environmental governance approaches has had mixed results, showing that it can be both 

harmful and beneficial to the environment. For example, Mansfield (2007) has explored 

the application of community development quotas (CDQs) in western Alaskan fisheries 

as an example of the privatization of a resource, and has argued that in this case the CDQ 
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is both an example of neoliberalism and social justice. Additionally, beneficiaries of the 

commons have argued "for the privatization plans of the North Pacific, as long as they 

include some kind of collective decision making even if that collective is a group of 

firms" (Mansfield, 2004, p. 324). Here one can see that neoliberal policies may in some 

instances lead to environmentally and socially optimal outcomes (also see Heynen et al., 

2007). Those opposed to neoliberal approaches might characterize this example as one of 

social justice, but Mansfield (2004) is able to successfully argue that the same instance 

can be proven to be neoliberal in nature. In contrast to this, McCarthy and Prudham 

(2004, p. 279) argue that neoliberalism fails to produce socially optimal outcomes 

because it fails to give enough weight to the concept of scarcity, and thus raises issues of 

equity and distribution with its claim of "rising tides raising all boats." However, in the 

same paper, McCarthy and Prudham (2004) make the case that neoliberalism is 

necessarily an 'environmental project,' as it seeks to assimilate environmentalism into its 

core, rather than completely reject environmental concerns.  

 This confusion over what neoliberalism entails might be made more clear through 

McCarthy’s (2006) explanation that most of what is referred to as neoliberalism  

in the literature is in fact neoliberalization. Tickell and Peck (2003) have also called this 

focus on neoliberalism as opposed to neoliberalization a mistake, since the enactment of 

neoliberal policies are uneven and contested, and are not uniform. Additionally, 

neoliberalization does not occur on a blank slate but rather hybridizes with existing 

institutions and policies; and, in many instances, policies and practices referred to as 

‘neoliberal’ are in fact a sort of hybrid neoliberalism resulting from the neoliberalization 

of an existing policy or practice (Larner, 2003).  
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 As this section has discussed, the literature about neoliberalism and 

environmental governance is quite diverse, with both opponents and supporters. The 

following sections present narratives in biodiversity conservation that have both 

dominated and competed, including a more focused look at neoliberal conservation in 

particular, and an overview of marine conservation specifically.   

2.2 Biodiversity Conservation Narratives 

Understanding conservation in terms of narratives helps to paint a picture of what has and 

has not worked in terms of conservation practices, and how and why the way 

conservation is conceptualized changes over time. When there is a large degree of 

uncertainty, a problem can become overwhelming. Narratives are then developed as a 

means to cope with the uncertainty. They tell a story that provides a standardized 

approach with widespread application (Roe, 1991). A narrative is a storyline. It has a 

beginning, where the problem is recognized, a middle, where the solution is 

conceptualized, and an end point, where the desired outcome is achieved (Roe, 1991). In 

its prescriptive nature, a narrative is a blueprint that says, if these steps are followed, then 

a desirable state (in this case, the effective conservation of biodiversity) will be achieved. 

The problem, however, is that narratives do not always hold true in different scenarios 

(Roe 1991; 1995). Roe (1991) argues that it is best to combine this blueprint approach 

with a learning approach, meaning that one must be open to learning on the job and 

modifying the narrative as needed. He states that narratives remain pervasive unless a 

compelling counter-narrative is developed that not only tears down the original narrative, 

as so many critiques do, but also replaces that narrative with another story.  
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Conservation has emerged as a form of environmental governance that aims to 

protect biodiversity from overexploitation and has mirrored the evolution of 

environmental governance over time. It began as a state-led endeavour to create PAs, 

which are defined as “clearly defined geographical space, recognised, dedicated and 

managed, through legal or other effective means, to achieve the long term conservation of 

nature with associated ecosystem services and cultural values” (International Union for 

the Conservation of Nature, 2011, para. 1). Then, mirroring the general trend in 

environmental governance, conservation made the simultaneous shift down to the local 

and up to the international level. More recently the private sector has gained agency to 

undertake conservation efforts as a means of offsetting environmentally harmful activities 

conducted during production and has become involved in the management of PAs (Igoe 

& Brockington, 2007).  

 According to Adams and Hutton (2007), PAs have been the main component of 

conservation strategies since the beginning of the 20th century. Humans were excluded 

from the state-led model of conservation as governments displaced peoples from their 

land in the name of conservation. This form of conservation is known as the ‘fortress 

conservation’ narrative. During the 1970s this model became widely recognized as 

problematic and there was a call to recognize that PAs should be economically and 

socially inclusive rather than exclusive (Brockington, Igoe & Schmidt-Soltau, 2006; 

Adams & Hutton, 2007). This is when the idea of 'people and parks' or the ‘community-

based-conservation’ narrative emerged, calling for community-based management of 

PAs. According to Adams and Hutton (2007, p. 151), "Advocates of 'sustainable-use,' or 

'incentive-based conservation,' propose that conservation can best be achieved by giving 
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rural people a direct interest in the survival of species, thus literally harnessing 

conservation success to the issue of secure livelihoods." Indigenous peoples have taken 

their plight to the international level and made their voices heard, opposing models of 

conservation and PAs that exclude or marginalize them (Brosius, 2004). There is, 

however, still some concern that ideas exist surrounding conservation to maintain some 

of the exclusionary nature of PAs in the face of the perceived failures of the conservation 

practices that attempt to integrate human and conservation needs (Brechin, Wilshusen, 

Fortwrangler, & West, 2002; Wilshusen et al., 2002). According to Brockington et al. 

(2006) this was an issue on the agenda of COP VII to the CBD held in Kuala Lumpur, 

Malaysia, from February 9th-20th, 2004. Here a fear was verbalized that assessing the 

social impacts of PAs was "hostile to conservation" (Brockington et al., 2006, p. 250), 

and the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) stated that the results of 

such an assessment "might be used against conservation itself" (cited in Brockington et 

al., 2006, p. 250).  Here one can see the tensions that have emerged between state-led 

conservation efforts and civil society groups that believe that human exclusion from PAs 

creates social and economic ills.   

 It would seem, however, that conservation strategies are shifting yet again, 

following the pattern of environmental governance in general. There has recently been 

controversy in the conservation community over IUCN's corporate partnership with 

Royal Dutch Shell (MacDonald, 2010), and during the 8th Conference of the Parties it 

was decided that the private sector be included in the implementation of the CBD (Bled, 

2009). The following section will discuss the rise of neoliberal conservation discourse. 
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2.2.1 Neoliberal Conservation 

Neoliberal approaches to marine biodiversity conservation are young, but they are 

emerging in the wake of the widespread application of neoliberal principles in other areas 

of environmental management. As previously mentioned, tradable permits have been 

prominent in fisheries management in the form of the individual transferable quota and 

its derivatives (such as the community development quota), so neoliberal approaches are 

already evident in the marine environment. Payments for ecosystem services are on the 

rise, and can easily be incorporated into marine protected areas (MPAs), as will be 

discussed in section 2.2.2.   

Büscher and Whande (2007) note that the rise of neoliberal conservation discourse 

has resulted from a larger global political shift that occurred with the fall of communism 

and the hegemony of neoliberalism that sprang up in its wake. Likewise, the process of 

globalization and increasingly sophisticated forms of information technology has 

contributed to the spread of this discourse to areas of the globe that were previously 

difficult to reach, namely less developed nations. Bioregional conservation discourse, a 

form of conservation that no longer sees the nation state as the primary manager of the 

environment, but rather invites external management in the form of international NGOs 

and private donors, is a major conduit of neoliberal ideas into previously unexposed 

locales.  

Neoliberal discourse promotes continuous growth and development through the 

adoption of market logic or commercialization (Büscher & Whande, 2007). In 

conservation this has resulted in a decrease in state management and an increase in 

international NGO and private organization management of PAs. Under this discourse, 

nature is no longer merely nature, but is viewed as a natural resource whose right to exist 
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is based on what the market is willing to pay (McAfee, 1999). In essence, under this 

system if a market does not exist, the commodity will cease to exist where other more 

desirable commodities prevail, and so markets are being created for nature in order to 

‘save it’ (McAfee, 1999; Büscher & Whande, 2007). Examples of this are carbon trading 

under the Kyoto protocol and the demand that ecotourism creates for biodiversity 

(Büscher & Whande, 2007). In the latter case it is the value placed upon biodiversity by 

ecotourists that justifies its conservation. The ecotourist is paying for the aesthetic value 

of the biodiversity, and it is thus conserved. If the tourist were not willing to pay, another 

more destructive use might make more sense under market logic. Payments for 

ecosystem services and ecotourism are both gaining prominence in the specialized field 

of marine biodiversity conservation, as will be discussed in the following section.  

Endeavours such as ecotourism are not only neoliberal, however. Community-based 

conservation has also employed ecotourism and other market-based mechanisms as tools 

for conservation managed at the local level, but the motivation is different. Community-

based conservation (CBC) rose during the new post-colonial development climate of the 

1970s, which called for popular participation and local ownership over economic 

resources in order to bring a more just economic order to disadvantaged groups in society 

(Büscher & Whande, 2007), whereas the neoliberal example presents ecotourism as a 

way for nature to ‘pay its way’ (McAfee, 1999). Likewise, in Mansfield’s (2007) 

discussion of the Alaskan Community Development Quota, the privatization of fisheries 

can be seen as both neoliberal and as a redistribution of wealth in order to achieve a more 

just economic order.  
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Proponents of neoliberal conservation argue that it is a most welcomed ‘greening’ of 

capitalism, aligning the issues of environmental crisis and continuous economic growth 

(Bakker, 2010), a way for nature to buy its right to exist in a neoliberal political economy 

(McAfee, 1999); however, critics point out that engagement with market-based 

mechanisms under a neoliberal political economy actually end up widening the economic 

divide (Bücher & Whande, 2007). Labeling neoliberal attempts at conservation as 

‘greenwashing’, Bakker (2010, p. 1) states that opponents accuse neoliberal approaches 

to conservation as being “the appropriation of resources and the environmental commons 

for private profit, which will deepen socio-environmental inequities.” Despite the 

critique, engagement with neoliberal conservation discourse has been increasing, and it is 

therefore important to examine whether and how marine biodiversity conservationists are 

engaging with it. The following section will provide an overview of marine biodiversity 

conservation.  

2.2.2 Marine Biodiversity Conservation 

Marine biodiversity conservation has experienced the same trends as biodiversity 

conservation in general, albeit at a slower pace. Current efforts to protect marine 

biodiversity are not as developed as those for terrestrial biodiversity. Ocean resources 

have to date been exploited with a frontier mentality that encourages the rapid extraction 

of resources that are perceived as inexhaustible (Steinberg, 2008). As previously 

explained, PAs have been the primary mode of biodiversity conservation since the early 

20th century. However, MPAs are far fewer than terrestrial PAs. While 12% of the 

earth’s land surface is protected in over 100,000 PAs worldwide (Chape, Harrison, 

Spalding & Lysenko, 2005), until recently only 0.65% of the oceans are protected despite 
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the fact that seventy percent of the earth's surface is covered by seas (Wood, Fish, 

Laughren & Pauly, 2008; Peters, 2010). The last four years have seen a marked increase 

in the amount of MPAs, but the total number of MPAs still only arrives at 1.17% of the 

oceans being protected (Toropova et al., 2010). Additionally, the pelagic marine 

environment, which is the largest realm on earth and supplies more than 80% of fish that 

people consume, has not been the target of many marine biodiversity conservation 

policies. As a result, it is suffering from multiple environmental stressors including 

overfishing, pollution and climate change (Game et al., 2009). Marine ecosystem health 

is clearly suffering at the hands of piecemeal marine conservation policies (Foley, 2010).  

 

The health of global marine ecosystems is in serious decline, and multiple stressors 
including overfishing, pollution, invasive species, coastal development, and climate 
change, compromise the ability of the ocean and coastal ecosystems to support and 
sustain the goods and services people want and need. 
         (Foley, 2010, p. 955)  

 

 

As with PAs in general, there have been more traditional exclusionary MPAs, 

although a more recent trend is to include local communities in the establishment and 

management of MPAs (Levine, 2007). According to Christie et al. (2003) MPAs have 

both biological and social goals. Where biological goals may be a success, if social goals 

are a failure any perceived success biologically will likely fail over time –this stresses the 

importance of local support. Unfortunately, this often happens. Even when social aspects 

are considered, they tend to be too simplified, can result in a cookie-cutter approach, and 

ultimately fail when local support is lost. If local people are not in control and are 



 27 

unsupportive of these supposedly community-centred projects, once a donor withdraws 

support the project stalls and the ramifications can be quite costly (Levine, 2007).  

Neoliberal approaches to marine conservation can overlap with community-based 

projects as they share the same principles of privatization and decentralization (Levine, 

2007). Market-based approaches have played a large role in community approaches to 

conservation since their inception, as community control, empowerment and livelihoods 

are central to that discourse. Where they become a problem is when those in control of 

the project, despite the label of being community-based, are foreign private organizations 

that are perceived as reaping all the profits.  Levine (2007) explains that this has been the 

case in Zanzibar, where a unique government Act grants these private organizations 

access to local communities as natural resource managers, but local control is not a 

feature of the program. There have been instances of misrepresentation on the part of the 

organizations leading to mistrust in the community, and uneven development across 

communities has also led to the perception that the external private organizations are 

lining their own profits before contributing to local development and livelihoods. Moving 

forward, as suggested by Christie et al. (2003), it will be imperative that a more vigorous 

understanding of the social aspects of MPAs be developed and considered alongside 

biological conservation goals.  

The emphasis placed on ecosystem services under a neoliberal conservation regime 

may play an important role in MPA establishment alongside the previously discussed 

biological and social criteria. Marine ecosystem services in both the coastal and open 

oceans can be grouped into four categories as shown in table 2. These categories are: (1) 

provisioning; (2) regulating; (3) supporting; and (4) cultural.  
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Table 2: Marine Ecosystem Services 

 

Source: Forest Trends and the Katoomba Group, 2010.  

In such a young and emerging field there is much excitement and enthusiasm, and it 

appears that approaches such as payments for ecosystem services will only see more 

widespread application in the future (Forest Trends and the Katoomba Group, 2010). 

Market-based justifications for marine biodiversity conservation are still under-explored 

in relation to biological justifications, and will benefit greatly from future studies 

conducted in this field.   

2.3 Literature Summary 

Approaches to biodiversity conservation are constantly shifting, as the previous 

discussion of conservation narratives has illustrated; these narratives have dominated and 

competed over time and are summarized in Table 3. 
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Table 3: Narratives in Conservation 

Narrative Problem Solution Marine? 
Fortress  
conservation 

Local people overex-
ploit resources 

Pas, exclude people, 
prohibit use,  

Yes – no-take MPAs 

CBC Socially unjust, need 
to include people to 
support conservation 

Participation, sustaina-
ble use, local 
knowledge... 

Yes – local involve-
ment in MPAs 

Backlash Local scale inappro-
priate, economic in-
centives insufficient 

Back to pas, science-
driven conservation,  

Yes – networks of 
science driven pas 
(see Christie et al); 
EBM, marine spatial 
planning 

Neoliberal   
Conservation 

Nature’s intrinsic val-
ue is invisible, con-
servation needs to 
‘pay its way’ by 
demonstrating the in-
strumental value of 
nature 

Privatization, market-
ization,etc 
Downsizing (echoes 
CBC), scaling up 
(echoes backlash) 

Payments for Ecosys-
tem Services 
 

Bioregional 
Conservation 

In this era of globali-
zation the nation state 
is no longer seen as 
the ultimate organiza-
tional unit 

Bioregionalism, eco-
system and landscape 
approaches, global 
environmental govern-
ance, Transfrontier 
Conservation Areas, 
conservation buyouts 

MPA Networks  

Sources: Büscher & Whande, 2007; Castree, 2008a; 2010a; McAfee, 1999 

Following the broader trend of environmental governance, conservation has evolved from 

a state-centred project to an international project where civil society and private actors 

have transitioned from mere stakeholders to environmental managers. In the field of 

marine conservation, the fortress conservation narrative is seen within the highly 

protectionist view that no-take MPAs are the best way to conserve the marine 

environment and species. When the CBC movement grew in popularity, MPAs also saw 

an increase in local participation; however, within a broader global political economy that 

is adopting neoliberal principles as its modus operandi, previous iterations of 

conservation, such as fortress-conservation and community-based approaches, are being 
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hybridized with new more neoliberal ways of conceptualizing nature. As a part of 

globalization, which is in turn a part of the neoliberal political economy, conservation is 

increasingly being ruled by international institutions such as the CBD, where actors from 

the public, private and civil society sectors come together to outline the conservation 

agenda for the coming years. Engagement with the neoliberal conservation discourse has 

not yet been widely studied with regards to marine conservation specifically, although 

based on its popularity elsewhere in the conservation sphere, it is likely that some marine 

conservation actors have been employing, and will continue to employ, this discourse. 

This makes the CBD’s 10th Conference to the Parties an ideal location for the study site 

of this thesis. The following chapter describes the suitability of the CBD COP-10 for this 

study, and outlines the research methods used.  
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CHAPTER THREE  
 

RESEARCH METHODS 

This thesis utilizes a modification of the ethnographic approach, called ‘collaborative 

event ethnography’ (CEE). In order to understand this research approach, it is first 

important to understand the study site, as the unusual use of a meeting as a field site 

requires a modified approach to traditional ethnographic research methods. Thus, this 

section will commence with a description of the study site and structure, and will then 

move on to explain the methodology of CEE and methods of participant observation, data 

organization, and approaches to qualitative data analysis.  

3.1 Study Site: The 10th Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity 

The shifts in conservation discourse and practice discussed in the literature review (from 

a focus on state-run PAs to the inclusion of local communities and the private sector, to 

the use of market mechanisms) show that the field of conservation is not static (Adams & 

Hulme, 2001; Brosius & Campbell, 2010). The way conservation is conceptualized and 

practiced has involved a scaling down from the national to the local levels where private 

and civil society actors are given a more prominent role in enacting conservation policy; 

simultaneously, it has also seen a scaling up to the international level where large 

multinational environmental agreements act as a stage upon which conservation at the 

national and local scales is practiced and new international conservation policies are 

negotiated (Himley, 2008). As a part of this ‘scaling up’, international meetings are 

increasingly becoming sites where goals, targets and approaches to conservation are 

established and negotiated (Brosius & Campbell, 2010). MacDonald (2010) claims that 

biodiversity conservation is an organized political project, and that the manner in which it 
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is governed at the global scale, as set up by the CBD, was formed by a struggle that 

placed some actors at the centre of negotiations whilst marginalizing others. Specifically, 

MacDonald (2010) is referring to the private sector who perceived an international 

convention on biodiversity conservation as a potential obstacle to the neoliberal economy 

in which the private sector operates. This perceived threat gave private sector actors time 

to be proactive in their approach to shaping how international governance of biodiversity 

conservation would look, and thus the International Environmental Bureau of the 

International Chamber of Commerce and the Business Charter for Sustainable 

Development were founded.  

This approach on the part of the private sector was part of a broader political goal 

set out by the Brundtland Commission, which set up dialogue between governments and 

non-governmental actors as a crucial part of advancing the addressing of global 

environmental problems (MacDonald, 2010). The role of the private sector in shaping the 

way governance takes place under the CBD makes the study site for this research, the 

CBD-COP10, especially relevant to a thesis project exploring neoliberal conservation 

discourse. International meetings are rapidly becoming prominent venues for the 

establishment of goals and targets to further the achievement of biodiversity conservation 

(Brosius & Campbell, 2010). A meeting whose very structure was influenced by the 

private sector operating under a neoliberal mandate is likely to be rife with neoliberal 

discourse.  

Understanding conservation discourse at the international level is a crucial part of 

understanding the context in which conservation is conceptualized at the local level. The 

scales at which conservation takes place are inextricably linked. For example, Monfreda 
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(2010) asks what happens when international conservation leaders decide that The 

Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB) is the future of conservation? Gray 

(2010) asks what happens to local resource users when the CBD decides that 10% of the 

world’s oceans must be protected? Trade-offs occur between economy and environment, 

and during conflict resolution (Brosius & Campbell, 2010). CEE was designed with these 

trade-offs in mind, and international meetings such as the CBD are major venues where a 

broad range of actors come together to negotiate the trade-offs that form conservation 

policy. It is at these meetings that the process of negotiating trade-offs becomes visible to 

an ethnographer (Brosius & Campbell, 2010).  

3.1.1 History and Purpose of the CBD 

Inspired by the international community’s increasing focus on ‘sustainable development’, 

The CBD was opened for signatures at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 and 

came into full force on the 29th of December, 1993 (CBD, n.d.; CBD, 2006). In the 

context of a crisis narrative where biodiversity is seen to be of great value to present and 

future generations but also in grave danger due to negative impacts from human activity, 

the three main objectives of the CBD are the conservation of biodiversity; the sustainable 

use of biodiversity; and the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits from the use of 

genetic resources (CBD, n.d.).  

 The Conference of the Parties (COPs), of which there have been ten so far (an 

eleventh will be taking place in Hyderabad, India, in October of 2012), currently serves 

as a biennial meeting place for the CBD’s 193 signatory nations to identify problems and 

renegotiate goals, policies and obligations that are then published as a series of decisions 

finalized by the end of each COP. The onus, however, is on each individual country to 
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uphold these decisions at the national scale.  Compliance is not enforced at the 

international level and is determined by public opinion and from peer pressure in the 

international arena (Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2000). 

Although the decisions are negotiated and finalized at the COP, work takes place between 

meetings as well. The structure of the CBD and the role of each body is outlined in Table 

4. Although the COP is the main governing body, the information and negotiation that 

takes place at each meeting is informed by the interim work of the various bodies of the 

CBD. The structure of the CBD-COP10 will be outlined in the following section.  

Table 4: The Bodies of the CBD 

BODIES OF THE CBD FUNCTION 

Conference of the Parties (COP) The CBD’s governing body. Parties meet 
biennially to review progress in 
implementation; adopt new or revised 
programmes of work; to reach the CBD’s 
objectives; and to provide policy guidance.  

Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical, 
and Technological Advice (SBSTTA) 

This body is made of up government 
officials with relevant expertise in various 
relevant fields, observers from non-party 
governments, the scientific community and 
other related organizations. Its role is to 
make scientific and technical 
recommendations to the COP. To date 
there have been 15 meetings of the 
SBSTTA.  

The Secretariat The Secretariat is linked to the United 
Nations Environment Programme and is 
housed in Montreal, QC. It primarily 
organizes meetings, drafts documents, 
assists in the implementation of the various 
programmes of work, coordinates with 
other international organizations and 
conventions and collects and disseminates 
relevant information.  

Ad hoc Open-ended Working Groups These are temporary bodies established by 
the COP to deal with issues on an as-
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needed basis. They are open to all parties 
and the participation of observers. Current 
Working Groups include the Working 
Group on Access and Benefit Sharing 
(ABS); the Working Group on Article 8(j); 
the Working Group on Protected Areas; 
and the Working Group on the Review of 
Implementation of the CBD (WGRI).  

The Clearing House Mechanism The Clearing House Mechanism is a 
network that aims to facilitate the exchange 
of information and foster technical and 
scientific cooperation between Parties to 
the CBD and its partners. Its current 
mission is to promote effective global 
information sharing in order to implement 
the CBD and its Strategic Plan for 
Biodiversity 2011-2020.  

Financial Mechanism Upon adoption of the CBD it was 
recognized that not all countries are equally 
financially able to undertake actions to 
achieve biodiversity goals and targets as set 
out by the CBD. Convention related 
activities in developing countries are 
supported by the Global Environment 
Facility, the financial mechanism of the 
CBD.  

Source: Adapted from CBD, 2012 and Secretariat of the Convention on Biological 
Diversity, 2012.  

  

3.1.2 Setting the Scene: The Structure of the Meeting 

The CBD-COP10 took place in Nagoya, Japan from Oct 18th – 29th, 2010. The 

conference was held at the Nagoya Conference Centre, a large venue consisting of four 

interconnected buildings throughout which the various meetings were held. At any given 

time there were upward of 20 meetings taking place, of various sizes and levels of 

importance, and others being prepared. More than 8,000 participants from governments, 

NGOs and other civil society groups, the private sector and academia attended these 
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meetings (Japanese Ministry of the Environment, 2010). The types of meetings that took 

place at the CBD-COP10 are outlined in table 5 below.  

Table 5: Types of Meetings at the CBD-COP10 

MEETING TYPE PURPOSE 

Plenary Sessions  Where the agenda and decisions were adopted, 
and the conference was opened and closed (see 
figure 3) 

Working Groups  Where signatories negotiated what would be 
included in the final decisions to be adopted, 
took place over the course of the two week 
conference (see figure 4) 

Contact Groups An open forum to deal with issues where a 
consensus could not be reached in the larger 
working group sessions 

Friends of the Chair A closed forum, by invitation of the Chair only, 
to deal with issues where a consensus could not 
be reached in the larger working group sessions 

Side Events  Small informational sessions hosted by private, 
civil society and government participants (see 
figure 5) 

Source: Adapted from Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), 2010a, 2010b 
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Figure 2: Nagoya Conference Centre 

Figure 3: Opening Plenary Session 
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Figure 4: Working Group 1 in Session 

Figure 5: Example of a small Side Event Room 
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The hallways of the conference centre were used to display informational material 

from various actors from the public and private sectors and various NGOs and other 

interest groups. The slogan of the conference was “Life in harmony, into the future”, a 

phrase depicted in imagery throughout the buildings, often using origami figures to 

combine the message with the culture of the host country, Japan (see Figures 6 and 7). 

The message carried by the slogan, that humans and nature are intertwined, was prevalent 

throughout and children were often used to invoke a sense of urgency that biodiversity 

must be protected for future generations. Some examples of this included travel mugs 

decorated by young Japanese Children provided as part of the greeting package for 

conference participants, and a large Kiwi bird whose feathers were made from pieces of 

construction paper conveying messages about nature from children around the world 

(Figure 8). With so much going on simultaneously, both formally in structured meetings 

and informally in the hallways during a short period of time, a challenge is certainly 

posed to researchers; one person cannot be in multiple places at the same time.  This 

challenge and the unique research approach required are both discussed in the following 

section.  
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Figure 6: Origami figures on the 
bathroom wall 

Figure 7: Globe covered in origami 
figures 

Figure 8: Kiwi bird decorated with messages from children 
about nature 

 



 41 

3.2 Collaborative Event Ethnography 

Ethnography is a method that originated in the field of anthropology and has since been 

adopted by other disciplines within the social sciences, including geography. It is 

essentially the study of groups of people as they go about their everyday lives. The 

beginnings of ethnography as a method can be traced back to Malinowski’s work in 1922 

in the Trobriand Islands in which he documented elements of the everyday lives of the 

islanders (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994; Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995) The 

ethnographer (researcher) immerses him or herself into the world of the group being 

studied in order to gain a deeper understanding of their culture (Dewalt & Dewalt, 2001; 

Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995). Although historically ethnographers have studied ‘the 

other’, meaning distant peoples and their cultures, in the later part of the 20th century it 

became increasingly popular to study one’s own society or culture (Atkinson & 

Hammersley, 1994).  In this case, however, it is not a culture or society that is being 

studied, but rather the CBD-COP10, a meeting. However, meetings can be studied 

ethnographically precisely because they share key features of a ‘culture’; they are marked 

by social norms, shared language and terminology, ideas of appropriate behavior, and the 

use of symbolic devices (MacDonald 2010).  

The overall approach is termed CEE because there are seventeen researchers 

involved in the study of the COP ‘event’. The intention of having a collaborative group is 

to overcome the magnitude of the event, and to offer different perspectives from 

researchers of different levels of experience and background (Brosius & Campbell, 2010; 

Smith & Juris, 2008). Having multiple researchers allows more data to be collected, 

considering that there may be upward of 20 events running simultaneously at an event of 
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this magnitude; data is then pooled for further analysis by all researchers in the group 

(Brosius & Campbell, 2010; Maclin & Dammert Bello, 2010). Having previously 

undertaken a CEE, Campbell, Brosius, MacDonald and Gray (2010) identified a series of 

research objectives for the CEE of the CBD-COP10 which are as follows: 1) to analyze 

the ever changing role of both individuals and groups and their networks in shaping the 

ideology of the CBD as a global environmental institution; 2) to record the political, 

social and institutional mechanisms and processes that are used by the aforementioned 

actors to both legitimate and contest ideas about what conservation is or should be; and 3) 

to apply the individual experience and expertise from around the world of the various 

team members to a venue like the CBD in order to create a better understanding of how 

ideas about conservation are conveyed across scale and with what consequences. Two 

main goals of the refining of this approach through its application at the CBD-COP10 are 

to provide a model for future research in the study of complex global phenomena through 

similar international events and institutions, and to mentor and train younger researchers 

(making this an ideal research approach for a Masters student) (Campbell, Brosius, 

MacDonald & Gray, 2010).  

This research adopted three theoretical or analytical lenses to inform its 

observations:  the politics of translation; scale; and performance (Campbell, Brosius, 

MacDonald and Gray, 2010). In brief, the politics of translation helps to understand how 

an actor-network is formed. At meetings like the CBD-COP10, different actors and 

institutions bring together myriad types of scientific knowledge, which they must then try 

to persuade others to adopt, negotiate with information presented by other participants, 

contest information presented by others and defend their own view point. How 
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persuasion, negotiation, contestation and defense play out at the conference allows the 

researchers to see how various actors align themselves with different positions to create 

biodiversity policy. The politics of scale is used to observe how actors frame biodiversity 

issues invoking various scales in order to pursue their own particular agendas. Lastly, the 

politics of performance acknowledges that the words chosen (what is said, how it is said 

and what is possible to say) and their effect are influenced by the setting and its context 

(Campbell, Brosius, Macdonald & Gray, 2010).  

Keeping these lenses in mind, the researchers in the group, coming from different 

academic backgrounds and areas of research interest, chose from three themes (science, 

participation and markets) and eleven topics of interest (climate, access and benefit 

sharing, PAs, sustainable use, marine, targets, biofuels, cooperation with other 

agreements, agricultural biodiversity, forests and resource mobilization) using a matrix 

designed by the principal investigators (see Appendix C). The events observed for this 

thesis were all related to marine and coastal issues and/or neoliberal and/or market 

approaches to conservation.  

While there are many different methods of data collection that an ethnographer may 

use, such as interviews or questionnaires (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995), the method 

chosen for this research was participant observation. Based on the results of the first CEE 

that Brosius and Campbell organized at the World Conservation Congress in Barcelona in 

2008, they concluded that, by focusing attention on interviews, data were lost by events 

not being covered (Brosius and Campbell, 2010). While valuable information can be 

gathered during interviews, interviews can be conducted as follow-up, whereas the events 

are fixed in time, and once missed, the data are lost (Brosius & Campbell, 2010). 



 44 

Participant observation and its relevance for this project are discussed in section 3.3 

below.  

3.3 Participant Observation 

Traditionally associated with social anthropology, participant observation has been 

adopted by human geographers as a means to more fully understand the meanings of 

places and contexts. The goal of participant observation is to be a part of the everyday 

interactions of the place and context being studied in order to develop understanding 

through immersion (Kearns, 2010). Participant observation is easily open to critique, as 

Kearns (2010) notes that observations will always be imbued with power dynamics. For 

example, Lincoln Keiser became very close with a gang that he was observing, but was 

always seen by them as “the white guy” (Dewalt & Dewalt, 2001). Kearns (2010) also 

notes that the simple presence of a researcher can alter the behaviour of the observed, as 

best epitomized by the oft cited Gary Larson cartoon depicting the primitive occupants of 

a thatched hut wearing bones through their noses exclaiming ‘Anthropologists! 

Anthropologists!’ as they stash their television set. However, this type of critique is 

avoided in the study of large scale events such as the CBD-COP10. This is due to the fact 

that it is understood that there is an element of performance present at the meeting, and in 

fact performance is part of what is being observed in this case, as was discussed above. 

Ethnographers constantly engage in the process of reflexivity and acknowledge that there 

is no such thing as objective truth. There will always be power dynamics present in the 

interpretation of the data collected.  

The first step to conducting participant observation is to gain access to the study site 

as a participant (Dewalt & Dewalt, 2001). In this case, our research team gained 
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permission to attend the conference as academics, one of the categories of participants 

recognized by the CBD-COP. As members of the education sector, the researchers were 

not there to verbally participate in formal events, as only Parties to the CBD may 

participate, though they were certainly welcome to participate in side events and other 

informal settings, and some chose to on occasion. Dewalt and Dewalt (2001) note that 

there is a scale of participation, from passive to active. The role of our team members as 

ethnographers in this case fell more to the passive side of the spectrum. However, it is 

difficult to remain a pure observer at an event such as this, and as such, the ethnographer 

will usually get drawn into a slightly more active role (Dewalt & Dewalt, 2001). For 

example, at a conference of this size, where meetings are being attended for two weeks 

and are often attended by the same people, the ethnographer may eventually be 

recognized and approached, or may choose to engage other participants in conversation. 

In these scenarios, the participation gains a more active component as the ethnographer 

interacts with other participants.  

 In addition to participation, the ethnographer conducts observation. There can be 

a tendency to want to describe everything, but this can become somewhat overwhelming 

(Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995). In the case of this collaborative project, the primary 

investigators sent out a set of guidelines to help guide observations (see Appendix E), 

from physical location of events to specific content such as scales invoked, references to 

other UN conventions etc. Because the researchers were observing public statements and 

behaviours, the individuals being observed were not asked for informed consent. All 

researchers were certified to conduct research with human subjects and the author of the 
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thesis was included on the University of Guelph Research Ethics Board protocol 

#10SE034. 

 Dewalt and Dewalt (2001) provide a helpful list of the key components of 

participant observation which are summarized in Table 5. Also included are the 

modifications made to suit the nature of the CEE.  

 
 
Table 5 The Key Components of Participant Observation 

Key Components Modification for Collaborative Event 
Ethnography 

• Living in the context for an extended 
period of time. 

• The event dictates the time frame –two 
weeks, in this case.  

• Learning and using local language and 
dialect. 

• Readings prepared by the principal in-
vestigators commencing four months 
prior to the conference in order to fa-
miliarize the researchers with the types 
of language used within the conserva-
tion community as would be encoun-
tered at COP-10.  

• The compilation of a list of acronyms.  
• Actively participating in a wide range 

of daily activities. 
• Attending plenary sessions, working 

groups, contact groups, friends of the 
chair, and side events.  

• Using everyday conversation as an in-
terview technique. 

• Conversations happening in the hall-
ways, during dinner etc. 

• Informally observing during leisure 
activities. 

• Dinner, cocktail parties etc. 

• Recording observations in fieldnotes • No modification. 
• Using both tacit and explicit infor-

mation in analysis and writing (reading 
between the lines).  

• No modification.  

Source: Adapted from Dewalt and Dewalt, 2001.  

 The final part of participant observation is writing these observations into a 

comprehensive set of fieldnotes (Dewalt & Dewalt, 2001). Types of fieldnotes generated 

as part of this CEE included verbatim notes in order to capture the original language used 
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(written transcripts or recordings), and the interpretive fieldnotes of each researcher. Each 

researcher focused on different themes (with some overlap), such as climate change, 

forest biodiversity, biofuels etc. For this project, the researcher attended events focused 

on the themes of marine conservation, market-based conservation and PAs. The 

researcher used fieldnotes from other team members with overlapping interests; however, 

although these notes were theirs, the analysis is uniquely that of the author of this thesis. 

It should be acknowledged that although it is common for teams of researchers to 

collectively gather and analyze quantitative data, the CEE approach is novel because the 

research team is collaboratively generating and analyzing qualitative data. Although this 

thesis is the researcher’s own analysis, she also participated in the collective analysis of 

data and collaborative writing of two other academic pieces of writing (see Corson et al., 

in review; Gray et al, in prep). As this is a novel approach, challenges arising from 

working with qualitative data generated by multiple researchers were addressed as they 

arose during data analysis.  

3.4 Data Organization 

In preparation for the CBD-COP10 the CEE group used the website ‘ResearchGate’ to 

share relevant documents and background information. In order to do this a private group 

was created by invitation only so that files could only be accessed by group members. 

This same website served as a tool for sharing fieldnotes and meeting transcripts once the 

team had returned to their home countries and processed their notes. By labeling files 

with the researcher’s name, event number and key words, each researcher could easily 

access any other team member’s notes that were relevant to their interests. All team 

members’ fieldnotes relevant to this project were accessible, including those tagged with 
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the terms ‘marine’ and ‘markets’. These documents were then uploaded into a qualitative 

analysis program called Nvivo where they were sorted into files based on key words. All 

fieldnotes categorized as marine and markets were reviewed, but of particular interest for 

this thesis were fieldnotes categorized as marine that intersected with market key words, 

examples of which include ‘valuation’, ‘the economics of ecosystems and biodiversity (or 

TEEB)’ and ‘ecosystem services (or ecological goods and services)’. These were then 

sorted into separate files to indicate overlap. All files in these categories and intersecting 

categories were then used as the basis for data analysis.  

3.5 Qualitative Data Analysis 

Drawing upon the ideas of narratives, this research adopts a critical approach to the study 

of marine conservation. Having previously identified the method of data collection, this 

section will now shift focus to how meaning was extracted from the data using the 

method of discourse analysis. At its most basic level discourse analysis can be defined as 

“the close study of language in use” (Taylor, 2001, p.5). That being said, there are many 

different approaches to conducting discourse analysis depending on the goal of the 

researcher. Taylor (2001) identifies four approaches: 1) a close examination of the 

language in use; 2) language use as a process, looking for patterns between a minimum of 

two parties in what the speakers do (in other words, the activity of language use); 3) 

looking for patterns in language within a particular group associated with a particular 

topic; and 4) looking for language patterns within a wider context such as ‘society’ or 

‘culture’. The fourth type of discourse analysis was undertaken for this thesis. In this 

approach, discourse is seen as fluid, not static. Within it, meaning is both created and 

contested (Taylor, 2001). This makes this approach an ideal match for an arena where, as 
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was previously identified, ideas about how conservation is and/or should be conducted 

are both shaped and contested. Conservation and its driving ideologies have been in 

constant flux.  

 With specific reference to environmental discourse analysis, Hajer (1995) 

explains that discourse analysis seeks to reveal why certain narratives or discourses rise 

to prominence while others are discredited. While this thesis does not seek to explain 

why, it does examine which narratives and discourses hold a prominent position amongst 

marine conservationists at the CBD-COP10. Discourse is tightly bound up in political 

power (Dryzek, 2005), and although outside the scope of this thesis, which discourses 

become dominant can offer insight into power relationships between different 

stakeholders. A discourse becomes powerful because it is a shared way of interpreting the 

world around us, resting on a set of assumptions, judgments and contentions. Although 

proponents of one discourse may greatly disagree with another, discourses in a field may 

overlap in the sense that they seek to explain a common problem, in this case, the 

problem of biodiversity conservation. The literature review identified five main 

conservation narratives: fortress conservation; community conservation; backlash; 

bioregional conservation; and neoliberal conservation. As the newest and least explored 

manifestation of conservation approaches, especially in the subfield of marine 

conservation, the researcher sought to understand the impact of the neoliberal 

conservation story on the conceptualization of marine biodiversity conservation 

(consistent with objective 2 of this thesis) through a discourse analysis of the data 

collected at the CBD-COP10.  
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More specifically patterns in neoliberal language and market-based conservation 

methods within the broader context of marine conservation as discussed at the CBD-

COP10 were identified in order to obtain a clearer picture of whether it is championed or 

contested. When conducting discourse analysis, Dryzek (2005) instructs the researcher to 

observe the following: 1) basic entities acknowledged (for example, some environmental 

discourses may acknowledge the existence of ecosystems while others may disregard 

them entirely); 2) assumptions about  natural relationships (i.e. is there competition or 

congruence between markets and the environment?); 3) agents and their motives (are the 

speakers from the private, public or  civil society sectors?); and 4) key metaphors and 

other rhetorical devices (for example, the ‘blue planet’ or ascribing economic value to 

nature in order to justify its conservation).  

In order to pull out patterns, the researcher undertook a coding process, first for 

organization and then for analysis of the texts. The coding process helps to identify 

Dryzek’s (2005) categories as described in the previous paragraph. Waitt (2010) suggests 

that a good way to begin the process of coding is to create two different types of codes: 

descriptive and analytical (see Appendix B). The descriptive codes are first used to 

organize the data.  These codes were chosen based on the broader thematic groups and 

interests that the researcher belonged to within the CEE and those of her own research 

interest (Neoliberalism/Markets, Marine, Neoliberalism/Markets/Marine), as well as 

topics arising in the literature (Other Narratives, Protected Areas, Scale, Miscellaneous).  

As previously mentioned, fieldnotes and transcripts were organized into files based upon 

the descriptive codes using a qualitative analysis software called Nvivo. The software 

was then used to find areas where the interests overlapped. This was done by running key 
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word searches relating to the other areas within the files of each folder. For example, 

‘protected areas’ could be used as a search term in the markets and marine folders. Files 

were then further sorted into intersecting folders (such as “marine/neoliberalism” and 

“protected areas/neoliberalism”).  

Analytic codes are designed to explore context in more depth, and, although they 

can emerge during the descriptive coding process, they are often already in the mind of 

the researcher from the beginning of the coding process because they directly relate to the 

research question (Cope, 2010). In this case these codes related to neoliberalism, some 

examples of which are ecosystem services, valuation, alternative livelihoods, economic 

primacy, etc. Other codes that emerged from areas of overlap (examples of which 

include: valuation for human well-being; valuation for ecosystem protection; and 

community based conservation/neoliberal conservation) or from events where there were 

no elements of neoliberal discourse observed. Here, in the absence of the neoliberal 

conservation narrative, it was important to find out what exactly the focus of these 

sessions was. Popular themes included ecosystem based management, MPAs, science, 

targets, and climate change.  

Nvivo was used to sort the 102 fieldnote documents by category. Those filed 

under ‘marine’ were then cross-referenced for market keywords, as explained above. This 

was done through a keyword search of each document pertaining to different aspects of 

neoliberalism, again, as previously explained. These documents were then transferred 

into one Microsoft Word file where sections were highlighted based on the codes briefly 

described above and outlined in detail in Appendix B. A master list of events in these 

categories was compiled as well, including the event title, organizers, codes and a basic 
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description and/or note about relevance (see Appendix A). Once the word document was 

complete, analysis became more challenging because not all the codes were visible in one 

place. At this point the file was printed, dissected and sorted into piles based on codes. At 

the end of this process it was clearly visible how many points had been coded under each 

concept. Each pile was then further divided by sub-code. The findings of this analytical 

process are presented in the section that follows.  

 



 53 

CHAPTER FOUR 
 

RESULTS 

This chapter presents the results of the researcher’s discourse analysis of the field notes 

collected by the CEE participants. It consists of a section identifying which narratives 

were present at the CBD-COP10, then specifically focuses on the different forms of 

neoliberal discourse that were observed, and concludes with key findings.  

4.1 Conservation Narratives at the Tenth Conference of Parties to the Convention on Biological  
 
Diversity 

Consistent with Buscher and Whande (2007, p. 23), who argue that “… different 

narratives, models and approaches are constantly overlapping and competing, which 

makes the boundaries between them fuzzy and hard to identify in practice”, several 

narratives were evident at the CBD-COP10.  The first objective of this thesis is to 

describe which narratives were present at the CBD COP-10 in relation to marine 

conservation specifically. To varying degrees all narratives identified in Table 3 were 

evident at times, and these narratives were used to code this section. The cross-cutting 

theme across all narratives was that of PAs, demonstrating the versatility of the concept 

and the facility with which it can be adapted to neoliberal discourse. This theme was 

interwoven with different justifications and approaches. Numerous reasons were cited by 

COP10 participants for establishing PAs: PAs are the best way to conserve nature based 

on the best available science; under the CBD, PAs are the most concrete and measurable 

way to ensure that nature conservation targets are being achieved; communities 

associated with PAs generally have higher standards of living while simultaneously 
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achieving conservation; and lastly, PAs demonstrate the, to date, ‘invisible’ value of 

nature. Each narrative supports different justifications for marine PAs.  

Fortress conservation was invoked in some cases where ecosystems were 

especially fragile or extremely degraded. For example, as Caitlin Toropova of the 

International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) stated in an event on ocean 

protection, “There needs to be highly restricted protection, as there are certain benefits 

you will only get from a very high level of protection such as no take areas, and we need 

to consider those in the global MPA network.”1 At a side event regarding the state of 

marine biodiversity with specific attention to large pelagic species, both Dr. Matsuda of 

the Yokohoma National University of Japan and Dr. Lieberman of the PEW Environment 

Group stressed the need for no-take MPAs in spawning grounds.2 However, it is 

important to note that within this line of thinking there is still room for conservation that 

involves people. This is not a demonstration of the ‘back to barriers’ mentality where it is 

believed that people have no place in conservation areas; rather it is an acknowledgement 

that there are certain scenarios where a fortress conservation approach can have the 

greatest benefit.  

Pacific Islanders asserted their community based approach to conservation 

through their network of Locally-Managed Marine Areas (LMMAs). They explained that 

these networks of LMMAs are not only scientifically sound, as current MPAs are being 

established on scientific criteria, but also that they have proven beneficial to both the 
                                                 

1 Caitlin Toropova, IUCN, Side Event 1850: Moving the Needle on Ocean Protection, Oct 26 

2010 

2 Side Event 2130, Marine Reserves and Large Pelagic Species, October 20, 2010 
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well-being of communities and biodiversity. LMMAs are managed by the communities 

and resource owners associated with them, and are based on traditional knowledge and 

cultural significance of the resource (see also Corson et al., in prep). Indeed, at various 

side events LMMAs were described as community managed systems that “provide 

culturally appropriate methods of implementing the CBD”3 and “more participatory 

marine protected areas”4, and that their role is central in achieving “national, regional, 

and international biodiversity MPA targets.”5 

In contrast to the community-based LMMA approach, there was also a strong 

push towards larger-scale science based-conservation, which is part of the ‘backlash 

narrative’ explained in Table 3. As noted by Corson et al. (in prep), this narrative was 

mostly present in events focused on measuring, locating and expanding PA networks, and 

was advocated by conservation biologists, large conservation organizations (such as 

BirdLife and WWF) and UN agencies (see also Hagerman et al., 2012). This was evident 

in examples from southeast Asia, where the countries in the region are using gap analysis 

to form a scientific justification for the expansion of MPAs under the CBD targets.6 As 

the opening speaker of the session said, the 10% target should be comprised of an 

                                                 

3 Marjo Vierros of the United Nations University Institute for Advanced Studies, Eco-pavilion, 

UNU-IAS Traditional Knowledge Initiative, October 20, 2010 

4 Side Event, Pacific SIDS: Value Island Biodiversity: Its Our Life, October 22, 2010 

5 Caitlyn Toropova, IUCN, in the “Marine Protected Areas” session at the Ecosystems Pavilion 

on October 19, 2010 

6 Side Event 2110, Presentation of the Marine Protected Areas Gap Analysis, October 18, 2010 
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“ecologically representative network of MPAs”, meaning that they “must be scientific.”7 

Likewise, Japan and China are working together to avoid a duplication of effort in 

scientific research and to achieve a higher rate of success for marine biodiversity 

conservation in the region, based on the understanding that marine life crosses 

international borders and the two countries must work together.8 Rather than focusing on 

the local scale, as CBC does, this narrative embraces a regional approach to conservation, 

understanding that biodiversity (and therefore its management) crosses borders.  

The science-driven, large scale approach to conservation is also an example of the 

bioregional conservation narrative. The importance of the use of science to determine 

ecologically and biologically significant areas (EBSAs) for conservation in the high seas 

was stressed in the marine working group.9 A regional approach is needed where EBSAs 

are concerned because conservation in the high seas is beyond any one national 

jurisdiction, and MPAs determined by EBSAs do not respect national borders. Further 

examples of bioregional conservation in a neoliberal context are provided in sections 

4.2.1 and 4.2.2.  

As this section has shown, multiple narratives were invoked during discussions of 

marine conservation at the CBD-COP10, and all of them engaged the concept of MPAs, 

albeit for different reasons. They were also drawn upon by different actors from different 

                                                 

7 Ibid 

8 Side Event 1750, The Partnership for Yellow Sea Between Local Government, NGOs, GEF and 

Corporate, October 19, 2010 

9 Marine Working Group, October 18th & 19th, 2010 
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sectors . For example, in the above discussion fortress conservation was invoked by an 

academic as well as representatives from the IUCN and PEW Environment Group. The 

CBC narrative was not only drawn upon by locals managing their own marine resources, 

such as the Pacific Islanders who manage LMMAs, but also by representatives from large 

international conservation networks, like the IUCN.  These sessions saw actors from 

different sectors aligning their discourse under a common narrative. Table 6 summarizes 

the findings of this section, and fulfills objective 1 of this thesis.  

Table 7: Narratives in Conservation and their Presence at the CBD-COP10 

Narrative Problem Solution Marine? By Whom? 
Fortress  
conservation 

Local people 
overexploit re-
sources 

PAs, exclude peo-
ple, prohibit use,  

Yes – no-take 
PAs  

IUCN,  PEW 
Environment 
Group 

CBC Socially unjust, 
need to include 
people to support 
conservation 

Participation, sus-
tainable use, local 
knowledge... 

Yes – local in-
volvement in pas  

Pacific Is-
landers, 
UNU-IAS, 
CI, IUCN 

Backlash Local scale inap-
propriate, eco-
nomic incentives 
insufficient 

Back to PAs, sci-
ence-driven con-
servation,  

Yes – networks 
of science driven 
pas (see Christie 
et al); EBM, ma-
rine spatial plan-
ning 

Birdlife, 
WWF, UN 
agencies 

Neoliberal   
Conservation 

Nature’s intrinsic 
value is invisible, 
conservation 
needs to ‘pay its 
way’ by demon-
strating the in-
strumental value 
of nature 

Privatization, mar-
ketization,etc 
Downsizing (ech-
oes CBC), scaling 
up (echoes back-
lash) 

Payments  for 
Ecosystem Ser-
vices, 
Marine PAs as 
market-tool  
 

FFEM, CI, 
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Section 4.2. and its subsections will now address the various justifications for neoliberal 

conservation as they occurred at the CBD-COP10.  

4.2 Neoliberal Justifications for Conservation 

The results presented in chapter 4 are organized around the codes that appeared 

most frequently in the fieldnotes, and are divided by section under the common theme 

that they support. As per objective two of this thesis, the following sections will show the 

presence of neoliberal ideas about conservation during events about marine conservation 

at the CBD COP-10. Of 102 sets of fieldnotes corresponding to side events, working 

group sessions and other events that were collected by the CEE team, 45% were tagged 

as being related to markets and neoliberalism, and 33% marine, the two areas of focus. Of 

the sessions on marine issues, 24% dealt with topics that could be coded as relating to 

markets/neoliberalism. With neoliberalism being a broad concept for coding data during 

the process of data analysis, sub-codes based on the different justifications used for 

neoliberal conservation were employed. Examples of these codes include economic 

valuation, ecosystem services, green economy, partnerships with the private sector, 

economic incentives, and The Economics of Ecosystems and biodiversity.  Evidence 

from these sessions is organized in the sections below by the different justifications 

provided for marine conservation in a neoliberal context.  

What is conservation’s raison d’être? There are many, depending on which 

narrative is controlling the dialogue. For fortress conservation it may be the intrinsic 

value of nature, nature’s goodness in and of itself, which justifies its conservation. For 

community-based conservation or neoliberal conservation these justifications may be 
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more utilitarian. It is the instrumental value, nature’s use to humans, which makes it 

worth protecting. In a neoliberal political economy intrinsic value is invisible. One cannot 

justify conservation for conservation’s sake, as evidenced by the consistent referencing to 

the instrumental value of nature at many of the events attended by the CEE team. The 

following sections will show how the need for conservation in marine environments was 

expressed through different neoliberal justifications at the CBD-COP10.  

4.2.1 Green Growth? Partnership, Sustainable Development, and the Green Economy 

As has been noted by several scholars (see Bakker, 2010; Castree 2008a; 2008b; Castree, 

2010a; 2010b; McCarthy & Prudham, 2004 etc), the spread of the neoliberalization of 

nature has been difficult to characterize due to its non-uniformity. From payments for 

ecosystem services to globalization to notions of sustainable development, there is no one 

way to describe the impact that the neoliberal project is having on the way conservation 

is practiced. One area of study focuses on the concept of ‘green growth’, or the ‘greening 

of the economy’. UNEP describes this concept as “the process of reconfiguring 

businesses and infrastructure to deliver better returns on natural, human and economic 

capital investments, while at the same time reducing greenhouse gas emissions, 

extracting and using less natural resources, creating less waste, and reducing social 

disparities” (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2009, 

p. 4). This definition is a clear marriage of neoliberal and environmental thinking. 

Sustainable development, which can be defined as development that meets the needs of 

this generation without compromising those of future generations, and the partnering of 

civil society and/or government with the private sector in order to engage in more 

environmentally friendly business practices, support this type of ‘green growth’ thinking. 
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Rather than sacrificing growth, ‘green growth’ is a way to subsume environmental 

degradation into the capitalist economy.  

The codes supporting this section are: Sustainable development, partnerships with the 

private sector, corporate citizenship, green economy, partnerships with private sector for 

marine protection, scale –regional (private partnership management). This topic is 

significant because the inclusion of the private sector as an environmental manager is a 

key feature of neoliberalism and neoliberal environmental governance (Castree, 2008a; 

2008b; Himley, 2008; Lemos & Agrawal, 2006). Additionally, the CBD itself has made 

the inclusion of the private sector part of its mandate (Bled, 2009); in fact, the private 

sector, feeling threatened by an impending CBD, took measures to take biodiversity 

under consideration in future operations, making its inclusion in the CBD possible 

(MacDonald, 2010). Sustainable development and the green economy were not discussed 

in the literature reviewed, but are codes emerging from the fieldnotes related to the 

private sector being involved in biodiversity conservation and relate to one another under 

the scope of green growth.  

In marine focused events at the CBD-COP10, participants invoked different 

approaches to green growth. For example, at an event whose purpose was to attract 

funding for a network of West African MPAs one speaker announced to the crowd, 

“These efforts are not only for the birds and the turtles. It’s all about your contribution to 

a green economy. All our work is contributing to sustainable development of the 
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countries.”10 This example mirrors Büscher and Whande’s (2007) discussion on how 

globalization is affecting the way that conservation is conducted in Africa. In trying to 

attract funding, the speaker is invoking the Western concept that conservation for 

conservation’s sake is not enough; one must see the dollars and cents in nature. One must 

believe in the green economy. Sustainable development, too, is a very Western concept. 

In this way, the quote exemplifies bioregional conservation (see Table 3) and global 

environmental conservation, both approaches which diminish the importance of the 

nation state. In this case it is the Western nations that have the money needed in order to 

undertake this conservation network, and in an attempt to secure the funding the African 

nations use the Western neoliberal concepts of sustainable development and green 

economy. This is important because it shows that through globalization neoliberal terms 

are being used to justify conservation around the world. 

Following the trend of decentralization in global environmental governance, the 

involvement of the private sector is an obvious neoliberal approach to conservation 

(Castree, 2008; Igoe & Brockington, 2007). With private-civil society partnerships the 

environmental cause gains through increased funding and the private corporation gains 

from increased publicity and a better, ‘greener’ reputation. At an event about creating a 

partnership between NGOs, governments and corporate sponsors the motives for each 

actor in this type of partnership became very clear through the discourse engaged. The 

governments of Japan and China as well as WWF Japan and China all explained that it 

                                                 

10 Unidentified speaker, Ecosystem Pavillion: Towards a Roundtable of Donors on West African 

Protected Areas, Oct 28 2010 
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was prudent to create such partnerships in order to protect the Yellow Sea habitat in the 

most efficient way, reducing duplication of efforts and pooling funding. According to the 

speaker from WWF Japan,  

... we didn’t duplicate our effort and develop separate policy initiative we are able 
to eliminate duplications. Another benefit was additional funding. Now, we at 
WWF had our own funding in order to conduct scientific assessment and this 
result was used by the larger policy initiative. Each project had its own group of 
NGO scientist researching institution, so shared data about species and habitats 
was also a benefit. 11 
 

In contrast, Panasonic, the corporate partner, very clearly exhibited their desire to gain a 

reputation as the ‘number one green innovation company.’12 This goal was reiterated 

throughout Ms. Ogawa’s presentation through the use of such terms as ‘corporate 

citizenship’, ‘green innovation’, ‘green lifestyle’ and ‘biodiversity conscious 

manufacturing’. While the use of this language certainly indicates that Panasonic is 

making an effort to become a greener company, it is an unfortunate fact that many 

companies have been accused of green-washing their business endeavours and NGOs that 

partner with such companies also may come under fire. 

MacDonald (2010) describes such an incident at the meeting of the World 

Conservation Congress in Barcelona in 2008, where a motion was put forth to terminate 

the IUCN’s partnership agreement with Shell. The failure of this motion to pass prompted 

Friends of the Earth to withdraw their membership from the IUCN in January of 2009 

                                                 

11 Side Event 1750, The Partnership for Yellow Sea Between Local Government, NGOs, GEF 

and Corporate, October 19, 2010 

12 Michiko Ogawa, GM, Panasonic Corp, Side Event 1750: The Partnership for Yellow Sea 

Between Governments, NGOs, GEF and Corporate, Oct 19 2010 
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citing that the partnership would have little impact on Shell’s operations, but appeared to 

be diminishing the IUCN’s critique of the negative social and environmental externalities 

associated with Shell’s activities and preventing its members from doing meaningful 

work in affected communities (MacDonald, 2010). This is an example of the danger of 

this type of partnership –each partner has their own goal in the formation of the 

partnership, but in this case the original purpose of the NGO can get lost under the 

powerful sway of the corporation. This partnership becomes dangerous in that the NGO 

is not able to call into question practices with negative social and environmental impacts 

without the possibility of dissolving the partnership, or creating great disaccord between 

partners at the very least. The IUCN has also now partnered with Rio Tinto, a mining 

company, and this partnership was featured at several CBD-COP10 side events with an 

IUCN employee, Nathalie Olsen, presenting for both sides of the partnership at various 

times. In one event Ms. Olsen completely forgot who she was supposed to be 

representing stating, “I forget if I’m supposed to be wearing my Rio Tinto or IUCN hat 

today.” This confusion over roles strongly supports the concerns of Friends of the Earth 

described by MacDonald (2010). Although the partnership with Panasonic in the Yellow 

Sea initiative was presented as an unproblematic solution for gaining funding in this 

context, it could still fall victim to the same types of issues that the IUCN has been 

plagued with in regards to Shell and Rio Tinto, should Panasonic not operate in a manner 

that protects the marine environment. This remains to be seen.  

While there were some clear examples of the green economy and public-private-

civil society partnerships present in marine related side events at the CBD, these did not 

make up the majority of neoliberal references. Where references appeared, they were 
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uncontested, successful tools for garnering support for marine biodiversity conservation 

through increased funding for MPAs. Notable again was the array of actors engaging in 

this discourse (e.g. the WWF, IUCN, and governments of developed and developing 

economies alike).  The following section will address economic valuation in marine 

environments, another tool that was being employed by CBD-COP10 participants to help 

marine biodiversity ‘pay its way’.  

 

4.2.2 You Cannot Manage What You Do Not Measure: Economic Valuation in Marine  
 
Environments 

This section is about economic valuation in marine environments. This is a key feature of 

neoliberalism according to Castree (2008a; 2008b) under the theme of marketization (the 

assigning of prices to items that were previously outside of markets). Market and 

economic valuation enthusiasts assert that the failure to recognize that nature is highly 

efficient and valuable results in environmental degradation that in fact damages important 

capital assets (Daily & Ellison, 2002; Robertson, 2011). Daily and Ellison (2002) go so 

far as to refer to these assets as ‘infrastructure’, as nature is the foundation upon which 

other more traditional capital assets are built. Another way to look at this is that nature 

must ‘pay its way’ (McAfee, 1999). Section 2.2.2. briefly discussed marine ecosystem 

services, and a great deal of evidence was found at the CBD-COP10 to support this topic. 

The codes used to support this section are: Valuation, selling nature to save it, economic 

analysis, justifications for valuation (language of policy, attract funds, TEEB, ecosystem services 

(invisibility of), valuation of resources (critique of), economic value of cultural value of marine 

conservation, valuation and human well-being in marine dependent environments, ecotourism, 
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and economic valuation helping to achieve marine protection targets.  At the CBD-COP10 

speakers advocated conducting valuation exercises in marine environments in order to 

attract funding and for the creation of equal off-setting projects, example of which are 

discussed below –after all, “you cannot manage what you do not measure” (Bank of 

Natural Capital, 2010).  

 MPAs, as any other type of PA, can be costly to implement. According to Irène 

Alvarez of the Agence Française de Développement (AFD), it takes 3 rounds of donor 

funding over 10-15 years before an MPA becomes self-sufficient. In order to justify the 

cost to the public and local authorities and to attract more funding, the AFD and 

Fondation Français pour l’Environnement Mondial (FFEM) felt that it would be prudent 

to conduct valuation exercises in the country’s MPAs (mostly in the French Caribbean) in 

order to make visible where income was being generated and livelihoods supported, 

where efforts may need to be redirected, and provide insight for the establishment of new 

MPAs –after all, France’s commitment is that by 2020, 20% of its marine environments 

be protected.13  

The intent of this exercise was to capture the value of the direct benefits from 

ecosystem goods and services. Valuation exercises in marine PAs have also shown that 

communities associated with MPAs have higher standards of living. In this case not only 

are direct values taken into account, indirect values are also considered important. Also 

called non-use or passive values, these are often values that perhaps show no obvious 
                                                 

13 Alvarez, Side Event 2156: Biodiversity and Marine Protected Areas, Oct 26 2010 
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immediate benefit, but will be of use to future generations.14 Valuation exercises 

conducted by Conservation International have revealed that the value of marine resources 

is often far greater than the amount being invested in protecting them.15 As Karrer16 

pointed out, “…in Belize, there is a marine reserve valued at over 4 million dollars, and 

that’s from tourism and fishing, and the yearly budget is only 315 thousand dollars. And 

so those kinds of statistics can help argue for increasing funds to maintain the budget for 

these areas.” The hope is clearly that by putting value in terms of dollars and cents, more 

and sustained funding for protection can be obtained. As an unidentified audience 

member noted, MPAs likely have a higher economic value than terrestrial PAs due to the 

vast importance of the world’s fisheries. Once all values, use as well as non-use, are 

computed the value is likely to be enormous. Since marine science is not yet as developed 

as terrestrial science, economic arguments might well play a very big role in increasing 

the targets for marine protection. To put it succinctly, “[economic values] might be a way 

to just say ‘listen, we don’t know what the science is, but in monetary terms these things 

are extremely important’”.17 This certainly reveals the power of discourse –simply how 

something is spoken of, in terms that people can best understand, has the possibility to 

                                                 

14 Rosimeiry Portela, Conservation International, Side Event 1919: Managing Marine Resources 

for Human Well-being, Oct 22 2010 

15 Leah Karrer, Conservation International, Side Event 1919: Managing Marine Resources for 

Human Well-being, Oct 22 2010 

16 Ibid 

17 Unidentified Speaker, Side Event 1919: Managing Marine Resources for Human Well-being, 

Oct 22 2010 
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affect change in practice. There is a deliberate engagement with this newer and 

increasingly popular discourse in order to support traditional conservation tools such as 

MPAs.  

Another reason discussed at the CBD-COP10 for putting marine resources into 

monetary terms through valuation exercises is the ability to focus efforts on the activities 

that are the most cost effective and profitable. Without knowing, it is very possible for 

human activities to cause unwarranted environmental degradation. For example, in La 

Soufrière, an MPA in Saint Lucia, after a valuation exercise was conducted it was 

revealed many more resources in the area were invested in the fishery when in fact it was 

tourism that was providing the most economic benefit. In addition, fish stocks were 

becoming severely degraded. By conducting the valuation exercise authorities were better 

able to shift focus from fishing to tourism, both giving the fish stocks the opportunity to 

recuperate, and making better use of resources in the more profitable tourism sector.18 

Multiple actors promoted valuation as a powerful tool in terms of both marine 

biodiversity conservation and the reaping of economic benefits. Even representatives 

from Small Island Developing States (SIDS) that are known for community-based 

approaches to conservation through their Locally-Managed Marine Areas (LMMAs) 

were invoking the language of valuation and ecosystem services. For example, in a 

presentation about the Pacific Ocean 2020 challenge where a speaker linked his personal 

unhappiness to the pain that the oceans must be feeling in such a state of degradation (a 

                                                 

18 Julien Calas, Fondation Français de l’Environnement Mondial, Side Event 2246 Economic 

Values for Biodiversity and Ecosystem services in Real Life Decision Making, Oct 21 2012 
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decidedly un-economic style of speaking), he suddenly shifted his language from one of 

personal anguish to one of economics. One minute he was expressing his supreme 

unhappiness brought about by the state of the world’s oceans, and the next he was putting 

things in terms of economic value, “When I think of the Pacific Ocean and the problems 

they face, we are still seeing the same things…In the end I seem very sad. Please help me 

feel happy… How do we recognize the true value of EEZs? The true value in sustaining 

the climate and biodiversity. You are a small country managing for the rest of 

humanity.”19 Not only did he beg the audience to recognize the value of the direct 

benefits of the marine ecosystems of SIDS, he asked them to recognize the global value 

found in the vast array of biodiversity and its climate regulating properties.20  

Valuation was very much portrayed as a win-win situation during these events. 

Not only can it result in biodiversity conservation and greater economic profits for local 

peoples, it can also bring more perspective to businesses who are then better able to 

understand the costs of biodiversity loss and factor these losses into accounting 

procedures.21 However, it was mentioned in private conversation that in at least one 

instance an event itself was only organized because a report, The Economics of 

Ecosystems and Biodiveristy (TEEB), published by the United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP) and to be discussed in section 4.2.4, was high on the agenda for this 

                                                 

19 Side Event 2281: Pacific Ocean 2020 Challenge, Oct 28 2010 

20 Ibid 

21 Side Event 1936: Corporate Ecosystem Valuation –Business Guidance and Examples, Oct 27 

2010 
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COP.22  This type of admission suggests that some individuals presenting on the topic of 

economic valuation in marine environments may be responding to an external agenda 

rather than promoting their own, and there were several speakers that voiced concerns 

with the valuation concept in both the terrestrial and marine realms.  

The values being placed upon the goods and services derived from biodiversity 

may not be accurate and getting them wrong could be catastrophic. For example, one of 

the founders of the NGO the World Future Council (WFC) based in Hamburg, Germany, 

was very concerned and did not hesitate to deliver his message with a sense of urgency. 

As he noted, 

“If we get road pricing wrong it isn’t such a big deal. If we get biodiversity 
pricing wrong the results could be catastrophic, global, and irreversible. You can’t 
value the environment. What do you do if the value of some environments is 
infinite? How does cost benefit analysis deal with that? What do we do with 
future costs? The argument is to discount them. The argument is that future 
generations will be richer, but what if future generations are poorer? Then 
discount rates should be negative. The economic and political costs of this would 
be unmanageable.”23 

    

Indeed, this concern is echoed in literature on the neoliberalization of nature. Robertson 

(2007) focuses his attentions on the fact that in a neoliberal market automatic price 

discovery is assumed. Prices are determined by the market itself. In newly created 

markets for ecosystem services, however, those entering the markets in ecosystem 

services consistently turn to the state for help in setting prices for these new commodities. 

The state in turn hands this task over to civil society, as the trend in the neoliberal 
                                                 

22 Julien Calas, personal communication, Oct 20 2010 

23 Side Event 2281: Pacific Ocean 2020 Challenge, Oct 28 2010 
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political economy is to prefer governance over government. In this way there are no hard 

and fast rules for determining price, and price is therefore not determined in a consistent 

manner across the board (Robertson, 2007). The concerns of the World Future Council 

speaker seem, in this light, to be quite valid. This point was further illustrated by Jean-

Pierre Thébault, French Ambassador for the Environment, who noted that different 

cultures might value resources differently. Some might believe that the use of a coral reef 

is more valuable, while others might stress that non-use is more valuable.24 This type of 

fundamental disagreement suggests that the accurate pricing of ecosystem services may 

be impossible, since their value appears to be quite subjective. 

 As with examples in sections 4.2.1, valuation was discussed by multiple actors 

(various NGOs, a Pacific Islander, the FFEM) at different side events. The difference, 

however, is that unlike the green economy and partnerships, the concept of valuation was 

met with contestation at some side events. It was promoted because of its potential to 

make visible non-use values and justify increasing funding for MPAs. It was engaged by 

a proponent of the community-based management of LMMAs in an attempt to 

demonstrate how important protection is in SIDS, but it was also dubbed dangerous in 

that the subjective nature of price setting could result in prices being set too low. Section 

4.2.3 will continue with examples of where community based conservation and neoliberal 

conservation overlapped at the CBD-COP10.  

                                                 

24 Side Event 1920, Coral Reefs –A Valuable Ecosystem in Jeopardy, Oct 20 2010 
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4.2.3 Local Livelihoods: Economic Incentives and Community Based Conservation 

Outside of Mansfield’s (2007) work regarding community development quotas in 

the northwest Pacific, little evidence of neoliberal approaches to conservation supporting 

local livelihoods is found in academic literature. There is, however, an alignment 

between CBC and neoliberal conservation in that CBC contains elements of deregulation, 

which as per Castree (2008a; 2008b) is also a key feature of neoliberalism. This section is 

based on analytic codes that emerged through the coding process. These codes are: 

Community-based conservation/neoliberalism, income associated with MPAs, 

conservation buyouts, conservation agreements, alternative livelihoods, economic value 

of cultural value of marine conservation, valuation and human well-being in marine 

dependent environments.  

It has been posited that neoliberal and community-based conservation approaches 

can and do in fact overlap in some cases (Mansfield, 2007). Both approaches advocate 

devolution of power from the state to the local level, if for different reasons. Since 

community-based conservation (CBC) is about conservation approaches that include 

local people and allow them to support their livelihoods while attempting conservation, it 

might seem that market-based approaches are a natural fit.  In fact, market-based 

approaches to CBC have been deliberately attempted; although, Büscher and Whande 

(2007) note that rather than giving power to local communities, local communities are 

instead placed in direct competition with the much more powerful state, and thus these 

approaches tend to fail in the long run. Levine and Wandesforde-Smith (2004) explain 

that in Africa, for example, with decentralization state agencies become desperate to cling 

onto power and the access to cash granted through community-based natural resource 
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management becomes irresistible. The knowledge that local communities end up 

competing with state agencies for access to funding, however, has not stopped many 

different organizations and governments from trying to undertake market-based CBC 

(Büscher & Whande, 2007).  

 Evidence of advocates of CBC adopting market languages and practices were 

present at the CBD-COP10. There were examples of nations typically associated with 

CBC in the Pacific who were still advocating a community centred approach, but also 

recognized that in this international forum, especially where Western donors were 

involved, it might be beneficial to put things into economic language. For example, the 

Queen of Koror, Palau, while speaking about the cultural value of turtles as an important 

part of her people’s traditions suddenly veered into a different kind of language entirely. 

Tagged on, seemly as an afterthought, suddenly it was not just that turtles were culturally 

significant. They were, in fact, worth $76,000. The presentation then carried on with no 

explanation of why this number was given, nor where it was derived from.25 While it 

should be noted that local markets, such as those for ecotourism, have been a part of CBC 

since its inception, adding value to turtles based on cultural significance in order to 

justify their conservation to the international community is more in keeping with a global 

neoliberal market-based approach.  

Likewise, powerful market-based economies were heard couching market-based 

approaches in CBC terms. Japan, a nation whose representatives appeared nervous when 

                                                 

25 Side Event 2130: The Role of Marine Reserves and Wildlife Sanctuaries in Conserving Large 

Pelagic Species, Oct 20 2010 
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others spoke about halting damaging tuna fishing practices,26 put the human and animal 

integrated well-being approaches of Satoyama (land) and Satoumi (Sea) high on their 

agenda for the COP.27 Satoumi is defined as marine and coastal landscapes that have 

been shaped by long periods of interaction between humans and nature. In the Seto 

Inland Sea satoumi, for example, human practices of salt production and deforestation of 

native trees actually led the ecosystem to become more productive (Matsuda, 2010). 

While satoumi is described as a community-based conservation approach with the local 

population manging the environment to the mutual satisfaction of both humans and the 

environment, the same scenario could be defined as a market-based approach that allows 

humans to profit from nature by taking whichever approach brings the most value (use 

vs. non-use of the resources).  

Ocean’s Day, held on the first Saturday of the conference, included a full day of 

talks by a range of presenters, who drew on a variety of narratives in their discussion of 

marine conservation. From Ronald Jumeau, Seychelles Ambassador to the UN and US, to 

representatives from Conservation International, the world’s oceans were referred to as 

an invaluable piece of cultural heritage to an invaluable source of income. In one 

presentation Jumeau painted a beautiful but sad picture of his people loving and suffering 

with a dying ocean, while at the same time stressing the importance of tourism and 

fisheries to the Seychelles economy. Conservation International, on the other hand, spoke 

                                                 

26 Side Event 2130: The Role of Marine Reserves and Wildlife Sanctuaries in Conserving Large 

Pelagic Species, Oct 20 2010 

27 Side Event 1739: Fisheries and Biodiversity, Oct 21 2010 
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of the science behind conservation, and the importance of involving all stakeholders, 

community and otherwise. In the end they concluded that sustainable finance and market 

mechanisms were an important part of creating an economically sustainable and 

biodiversity rich seascape.28  

 One speaker from Conservation International provided many examples in which 

both neoliberal and CBC narratives were employed to describe their projects as 

successful. Economic incentives, such as conservation buyouts, conservation agreements 

and alternative livelihood strategies are all employed by this NGO and its partners in 

order to shift local communities out of unsustainable practices that in the long-run are 

harming both the local marine biodiversity and the communities’ future capacity to 

provide for itself. For example, one of the presenters from CI described a case in Morrow 

Bay California where The Nature Conservancy bought 6 of the community’s fishing 

licenses and thereby established 6 hectares where trawling was prohibited. This helped to 

protect the species of the ground fishery while still providing the community with income 

for the licenses that were retired. A conservation agreement is very similar, but rather 

than buying out a fishing license, per se, a conservation investor would provide a social 

service to the community in exchange for the cessation of an unsustainable practice. 

Lastly, alternative livelihood strategies are employed when locals can be retrained to earn 

their own income through a different line of employment –for example, in Belize and 

Honduras a local NGO has been helping local people shift out of an overextended fishery 

                                                 

28 Ocean’s Day, Oct 23 2010 
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into the thriving tourism industry.29 As one can see, these approaches have both a local 

and a global element. Western ideas of economic incentives have made their way, 

through the reaches of globalization, to non-Western locations where they are being put 

into practice. While there is an economic focus, these are also people-centred 

conservation approaches where human well-being is considered in conjunction with the 

well-being of the marine environment. Conservation International wanted to show the 

international conservation community that it has been successfully achieving marine 

conservation, and in doing so its representatives engaged both CBC and neoliberal 

discourses. 

4.2.4 The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity: The Best of Both Worlds 

Although not as prominent in the marine scene at the CBD-COP10 as in events regarding 

terrestrial conesrvation, the study called The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity 

(henceforth referred to as ‘TEEB’), deserves a mention here due to its high profile 

presence at the conference (MacDonald & Corson, 2012), and its potential to greatly 

affect marine conservation in the future. In fact, at the Rio +20 conference taking place at 

time of writing in Rio de Janeiro, there is a tremendous focus on the ‘blue economy’,30 

and since the conclusion of the CBD-COP10, a discussion paper has been published on 

conducting a TEEB study for the oceans specifically (Beaudoin & Pendleton Eds., 2012). 

Academic literature on TEEB was not reviewed for this thesis, but its strong presence at 

                                                 

29 Leah Karrer, Conservation International, Side Event 1919: Valuing and Managing Marine 

Resources for Human Well-being, Oct 22, 2010 

30  Gray, personal communication, Jun 17 2012 
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the CBD-COP10 lead to many codes relating to this topic appearing in the fieldnotes, as 

it is strongly grounded in the neoliberal principles of privatization, marketization and 

deregulation discussed in the preceding results sections. Codes supporting this section 

are: TEEB, all codes relating to the valuation of resources and any critique thereof, and 

ecosystem services.  

TEEB is a study led by former Deutsche Bank economist and author of the United 

Nations Environment Programme’s (UNEP) Green Economy Report, Pavan Sukhdev, 

and hosted by UNEP. Proposed at a meeting of the G8 countries in Postdam, Germany, in 

2007, the purpose of the study was to identify the economic significance of biodiversity 

loss at the global scale (The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity, n.d). The 

findings of this study were formally announced at and discussed throughout the various 

meetings that took place at the CBD-COP10.  

 In 2010, MacDonald wrote about the institutionalization of neoliberalism, a 

concept that is epitomized by the dominance of the TEEB study at the CBD-COP10. He 

explains that biodiversity conservation has never been a main driver of the environmental 

agenda, but has rather been used as a tool to further the cause of larger political projects, 

such as neoliberal capitalism (MacDonald, 2010). It is only natural then that capitalism 

would appear within the major institutional venue for biodiversity conservation, the 

CBD. Within the confines of capitalism nature is increasingly being viewed as ‘natural 

capital’ (MacDonald & Corson, 2012). The CBD is itself not producing natural capital, 

but has become the international institutional context through which natural capital is 

being promoted (i.e. through TEEB).  
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 Thrift (2005) has said that economics has become the currency of policy, a point 

often reinforced by TEEB study leader Pavan Sukhdev. Further supporting this claim, at 

an event discussing financing opportunities for PAs, the Deputy Director General of the 

IUCN was quoted as saying, “New [financing] opportunities… are going to require us to 

learn… to be able to speak to economists, not in the language of biodiversity but in the 

language of what works for finance ministers, what works for business leaders, what 

works for consumer associations so that we can convince them that there is greater 

value.”31 While this supports the fact that economics may have become the currency of 

policy and therefore the language of policy it still remains to be seen whether and how 

this language transfers to practice in the field of marine biodiversity conservation. 

TEEB’s pervasiveness at the CBD-COP10 (see MacDonald & Corson, 2012; Suarez, 

2011) shows that the event was a key moment in time for the uptake of neoliberal 

discourse for the international conservation community. Although there were no marine 

side events dedicated to TEEB itself, in the wake of the CBD-COP10 there has been 

significant work undertaken to produce a TEEB report for the oceans. This is perhaps 

further evidence that true to its pattern, marine conservation follows the same path as 

terrestrial conservation. TEEB is clearly an important study and the language and images 

of ecosystem services certainly pervaded the CBD, but a distinction must be made 

between discourse and practice. This will be discussed further in Chapter 5 of this thesis.   

                                                 

31 Ecosystems Pavillion, Oct 19 2010 
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4.3 Key Findings 

Overall, the key finding of this thesis is that neoliberal discourse was present in 

discussions of marine conservation at CBD-COP10; it was employed by a variety of 

actors to justify particular approaches to marine conservation. This is due to 1) its 

versatility and 2) its ability to combine with and be used to justify previously established 

modes of marine conservation. The ability to mesh with other conservation narratives 

makes neoliberal discourse more palatable and in some cases its presence may go 

unnoticed.  

For example, MPAs are the prevailing mode of marine conservation. In section 

4.2.1 neoliberal discourse was seen to be employed to justify the funding of West African 

MPAs and to create a partnership between governments, the WWF and Panasonic in 

order to ensure a scientifically established and well-funded network of MPAs in the 

Yellow Sea. Section 4.2.2 showed how MPAs were justified as a mode through which 

nature could ‘pay its way’ through economic valuation. Once the value of the marine 

environment was expressed in dollars and cents the funding of an MPA, and thus the 

conservation of the marine environment, could be justified. Section 4.2.3 reveals 

neoliberal conservation’s compatibility with the objectives of CBC, including the 

devolution of power. In this case, MPAs are governed by local communities rather than 

the state. Conservation International in particular stressed that the economic sustainability 

of MPAs was deeply connected to the well-being of their associated communities.  

While the above examples all contain elements of neoliberal discourse, they are also 

examples of fortress conservation (the West African MPAs), CBC (Conservation 

International) or bioregional conservation (the Yellow Sea Partnership). This key finding, 
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in addition to the other results presented in Chapter 4, will be discussed further in Chapter 

5.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

DISCUSSION 

This chapter serves to discuss the results presented in chapter four by putting them into 

context. It begins by exploring how neoliberal discourse was employed by marine 

conservationists at the CBD-COP10, discusses how different actors used this discourse in 

a way that made it appealing to various audiences, the versatility of neoliberal discourse 

and  possible consequences should neoliberal conservation tools be misused.  

5.1 Uncharted Waters: Neoliberal Discourse in Marine Environments 

The use of the neoliberal conservation narrative in a marine context at the CBD-COP10 is 

significant because it has not been an area of focus in the past as it has been in terrestrial 

conservation. Of the academic journal articles on the topics of neoliberal conservation 

and governance that were reviewed in preparation for this research (see Bakker, 2010; 

Brockington & Duffy, 2010; Büscher & Whande, 2007; Castree 2008a; Castree 2008b; 

Castree, 2010a; Castree, 2010b; Igoe & Brockington, 2007; MacDonald, 2010; 

Mansfield, 2004; Mansfield, 2007; McAfee, 1999; McCarthy & Prudham, 2004; 

McCarthy, 2006; Robertson, 2004), none made mention of marine biodiversity 

conservation or governance, with the exception of Mansfield’s (2004, 2007) and Levine’s 

(2007) work studying, in the case of the former, the fisheries of the Pacific northwest and, 

the latter,  the privatization of MPAs in Tanzania. These authors have explored the 

neoliberalisation of nature in general (Baaker, 2010; Brockington & Duffy, 2010; 

Castree, 2008a; 2008b; 2010a; 2010b; McCarthy & Prudham, 2004), the history of 

neoliberal conservation and the changes it has brought to the field of biodiversity 

conservation (Büscher & Whande, 2007; Igoe & Brockington, 2007), provided examples 
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of how different aspects of nature have been commoditized (for example, wetlands 

(Robertson, 2004) and community forests (McCarthy, 2006)), and the ways in which 

international conservation organizations (both governmental and non-governmental) are 

being captivated by neoliberal conservation discourse (Brockington & Duffy, 2010; 

MacDonald, 2010). It is clear, then, that with the exception of Mansfield’s and Levine’s 

work, the growing interest in neoliberal conservation in marine environments is relatively 

unexplored by critical geographers and much needed, although at present its application 

is not yet widespread.   

Neoliberal discourse has certainly been present for some time when it comes to the 

privatization of fisheries (Mansfield, 2004; Mansfield, 2007; St. Martin, 2001), but since 

fish are a marketized commodity they lend themselves more naturally to this way of 

thinking. St. Martin (2001) notes that the institution of private property regimes in 

fisheries management has remained dominant despite the continued crises in fisheries and 

the threat of collapse, even under privatization. Although both St. Martin (2001) and 

Mansfield (2004) have noted that neoliberalism has become a dominant mode of ocean 

governance, their studies have centred on the role of neoliberalism in fisheries 

governance, not on marine biodiversity conservation.  

At the COP-10 this discourse expanded outside of fisheries into discussions of 

elements of nature that had not previously been commoditized, such as the shoreline 

protection provided by mangroves and coral reefs –that is to say, there is economic value 

to be found in the ‘non-use’ of marine biodiversity. As discussed in section 4.2.2., these 

valuation exercises were described as invaluable in terms of justifying funding for MPAs, 

since once the value of all use and non-use resources is tabulated it becomes clear 
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whether or not current financial support is sufficient. Additionally, valuation can show 

which activities within a given area are most profitable and deserve more attention and 

effort, and where it might be more valuable to shift resources from use to non-use 

purposes. However, as previously mentioned, people may disagree as to which is more 

valuable, the use or non-use of a resource. Regardless, the real interest here is that there is 

now value being applied to both sides of the coin. Typically nature has simply been 

nature until it becomes instrumental to humans, at which time it becomes a resource and 

is assigned some value. Ascribing value to the non-use of a resource or element of nature 

implies that there is value to be found even in non-use, and thus all elements of nature 

can become a resource. The fact that the protective capacity of a healthy coral reef whose 

biodiversity might be much more valuable than a coral reef that has provided seemingly 

endless profits in terms of tourism and fishing is quite novel. The fragility of coral reefs 

has been on the radar for years (Agardy, 2011), but the ability to put the value of an 

intact, healthy, biodiverse reef into the monetary terms employed by economists and 

politicians (i.e. the ‘decision-makers’) has the potential to make all the difference –it 

does, however, also have the potential to fail miserably, as will be discussed later.  

In an environment that has been dominated by overuse and underexposure (see 

Steinberg, 2008), it is very important to note that at the COP-10 actors from the private, 

public and civil society sectors were all engaging with the idea that the non-use of ocean 

resources could be greater in value than their historical overuse. While the results 

presented in this thesis do not suggest that neoliberal discourse is the dominant narrative 

in marine biodiversity conservation, they do signify the start of a conversation. The 

importance of this will be discussed in the following section.  



 83 

5.2 Making Discourse Palatable 

As this thesis has shown, there are many different ways that private, public and civil 

society actors talk about marine conservation within the context of the CBD. Although 

other narratives were certainly present, the neoliberal conservation narrative is of special 

interest because of its ability to draw under one umbrella many different actors with 

seemingly different interests. Determining the motivation of conference participants, 

from government officials to conservation biologists to SIDS representatives, to engage 

in neoliberal discourse was not the purpose of this thesis, nor would it be possible based 

on participant observation alone.  

Environmental discourses are not reflective of a scientifically uncovered biophysical 

reality, but rather become ‘truths’ through social processes that occur (Forsyth, 2003), 

such as the negotiations that take place at meetings like the COP. In the words of Pavan 

Sukhdev, leader of the TEEB study that was so prominent at the CBD-COP10, “…we can 

solve for the future. This is one world. It’s ours to create. Let us create it and make it 

what we want, rather than wait for it to be dictated to us…”. What Sukhdev neglects to 

discuss is who it is that is doing this ‘creating’ of the world, and that the creation of a 

world by some means that its terms will inevitably be dictated to others. This is a 

question of power. According to Dryzek (2005), discourses are tightly coupled with 

political power. He references Foucault in stating that the ability of actors to subscribe 

others to their discourse is a sign of power, advancing some interests and stifling others. 

The simple engagement of non-Western entities with a Western neoliberal conservation 

agenda at the CBD-COP10 is evidence of how globalization is allowing a shift in marine 

conservation discourse to occur. Examples of this were presented: in section 4.2.1, where 
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it was made clear by a speaker that when it came to the establishment of a network of 

MPAs in West Africa it was not only nature that should be considered, but the donors’ 

contributions to a ‘green economy’ and sustainable development; in section 4.2.2, where 

valuation exercises were presented as a crucial component of conducting marine 

conservation in the French Caribbean; in section 4.2.3, where the Queen of Koror, Palau, 

was putting a price on the cultural value of turtles in order to appeal for funding for their 

protection; and in section 4.2.4, where it was made clear by Conservation International, 

an NGO that operates in marine environments in many non-Western states, declared that 

sustainable finance and market mechanisms are essential for supporting marine 

biodiversity conservation.  

Essentially, dominant (or at least prominent) discourses demonstrate who holds the 

power. It is not a case of the most knowledgeable being the most powerful, but rather a 

case of which knowledge (discourse) becomes ‘truth’ and thus influences conservation 

practices over time. When a discourse of a pristine nature that excluded humans became 

prominent in the United States in the late 19th century, national parks were established 

across the country (Cronon, 1996). When the plight of humans displaced from their 

homes for conservation’s sake came to the forefront, more inclusionary methods of 

conservation were sought (Büscher & Whande, 2007). With a clear increase of neoliberal 

discourse in marine conservation, who is to say that this too will not work its way into the 

way that marine biodiversity conservation is conducted? While this thesis cannot speak to 

practice on the ground, it can note a clear presence of neoliberal discourse in the marine 

biodiversity conservation realm and signal that this is to be watched for in practice in the 

years to come.  
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5.3 Friend or Foe? The Versatile Nature of Approaches to Neoliberal Conservation 

McCarthy (2006) argues that most iterations of neoliberalism in the realm of 

conservation are not so much neoliberalism as they are neoliberalizations. For example, 

community-based projects, such as Community Forests in British Columbia have been 

accused by critics of being neoliberal in nature (McCarthy, 2006). However, if the 

original intention is to create local control, whether it be by local municipal governments, 

First Nation groups, Environmental Non-governmental Organizations (ENGOs), 

community co-operatives and/or combinations thereof, it would seem that ‘neoliberal’ is 

perhaps not the best term. The work of Mansfield (2007) on the Alaskan Community 

Development Quotas is another example of a community-based project that has been 

accused of being neoliberal. There are clear neoliberal elements, such as 

privatizing/enclosing a previously public resource and the decentralizing of control, but 

neither of these examples exhibit all the three main pillars of neoliberalism which are a 

“self-regulating” market; hostility towards the state; and faith in civil society (McCarthy, 

2006). It is only when these three exist in tandem that true neoliberalism occurs. Instead 

what is seen here, as was observed by myself at the CBD-COP10, is an example of 

McCarthy’s (2006) neoliberalization of nature under the types of hybrid governance 

(governance shared by state and non-state actors) discussed by Lemos and Agrawal 

(2006).  

The main actors at the events attended by the researcher where the topics of marine 

and markets overlapped were Conservation International (CI), the International Union for 

the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), and the Fonds Français pour l’Environnement 

Mondiale (FFEM –the French Global Environment Facility). Other more minor mentions 
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came from the World Future Council (WFC). Topics covered by CI in these sessions 

ranged from the economic valuation of marine environments in the context of human 

well-being to market-based mechanisms (MBMs) in support of conservation such as 

conservation buyouts, conservation agreements and the creation of alternative livelihood 

strategies –whether simply a valuation exercise or the avocation of MBMs, there was a 

very strong community focus. For example, Karrer noted that when communities are 

empowered there tends to be a spill-over effect into other areas. 32  She cites an example 

from Brazil where three communities worked together to establish a marine extractive 

reserve and in the process were able to procure the means for electricity generation.  

The IUCN-led discussion on MPAs stressed multiple times that “whether they’re top 

down and large, or whether they’re small and community driven, [MPAs] can all 

contribute to effective conservation in the oceans and coasts.”33 Additionally, it was 

stated that “there’s no one right way to do it… Incorporating stakeholders and, for 

example, co management arrangements or community based management arrangements 

are also very good options for achieving good management effectiveness.”34 No one in 

this session used neoliberal buzz words but this discussion is a clear example of the 

hybrid governance that Lemos and Agrawal (2006) state is typical of a neoliberal 

                                                 

32 Leah Karrer, Conservation International, Side Event 1919: Valuing and Managing Marine 

Resources for Human Well-being, Oct 22, 2010 

33 Side Event 1850: Moving the Needle on Ocean Protection, Oct 26 2010 

34 Ibid 
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political economy. There isn’t “hostility” towards the state here, but the power of the 

state is reduced or shared with other non-state actors.  

CBC is not the only narrative with which neoliberalism can overlap. The ability of 

neoliberal principles to neoliberalise already established approaches is impressive. Just as 

MPAs can be locally managed and a part of CBC, they can also be established under the 

guidance of fortress conservation with all human activity banned within their borders. At 

side event 1850: Moving the Needle on Ocean Protection, many different management 

techniques for MPAs were discussed, including the need for strict, no-take areas. While 

science can explain why this is necessary, the language of economic valuation can show 

policy makers why these no-take areas are crucial in monetary terms. As Sukhdev 

mentioned during his many appearances at the COP and in the wake of the COP, the cost 

of biodiversity loss is rising at an astronomical rate and only once this cost is recognized 

can we begin to take it into account. Taking these costs into account would mean the 

strict protection of areas where biodiversity is severely threatened, thus justifying no-take 

MPAs.  

Bioregional conservation, as has already been noted, contains a strong neoliberal 

aspect. While there are also scientific arguments for regional management based on eco 

or bioregions, the scaling up of conservation management is very much a part of the 

move towards more neoliberal hybrid forms of environmental governance under the 

process of globalization (for example, the public-private-civil society partnership in the 

Yellow Sea region). Again, there is no outright contempt for the state here, but the nature 

of managing biodiversity across borders renders any individual state an inadequate 

manager of the environment (Büscher & Whande, 2007). Another important aspect of 
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this narrative is that globalization has increased access to different locales around the 

world and opened what were formerly considered local problems to a global audience. 

Examples of this were seen throughout the CBD-COP10 meeting when non-Western 

actors turned to economic language to justify conservation, or when Western NGOs 

employed this logic in non-Western regions. In this way, Western nations are able to 

assert their values upon conservation around the world, increasing the sense of urgency 

and removing conservation management from state authorities around the globe. This is 

done through the intervening of western NGOs, or through private management of 

Transfrontier Conservation Areas (Büscher & Whande, 2007). This is a clear example of 

two of McCarthy’s (2006) pillars of neoliberalism: hostility towards the state as an 

effective manager of the environment; and faith in civil society to step in where the state 

has failed.  

Based on the results presented in this thesis and the preceding discussion in this 

section, it becomes clear that the neoliberalization of conservation is a powerful force. 

Not only have its proponents been able to conceive of new ways to justify biodiversity 

conservation through the valuation of biodiversity and thus the creation of ecosystem 

goods and services, and new markets upon which they can be traded, they have also been 

able to align this new way of looking at biodiversity with previously existing 

conservation approaches. This suggests that the neoliberal conservation arsenal is well 

equipped to arm various actors with different beliefs about conservation, and perhaps 

speaks to the fact that a main critique of neoliberal conservation is that scholars have 

been placing different phenomena and practices under one big neoliberal umbrella, 

making the results of any attempt at a general critique quite disparate (see Bakker, 2010; 
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Castree, 2008a; 2008b; 2010a; 2010b; Büscher, Sullivan, Neves, Igoe & Brockington, 

2012). However, despite the disparate nature of the various practices of neoliberal 

conservation, it has been observed that the consequences of these practices are similar 

and pervasive (Büscher et al., 2012). It is the versatility in application that makes 

neoliberal conservation both appealing as an approach and potentially dangerous in its 

undesirable social and environmental outcomes. This is reflected in academic literature 

on neoliberal natures where various scholars have argued that neoliberal approaches to 

the environment are promising, problematic, or both.  

5.4 No Exchanges or Refunds: Prices and Possible Consequences 

As the speaker from the World Future Council asked, what if we get the prices wrong? 

The Queen of Koror, Palau, may value her nation’s turtles at $76,000 but her neighbour 

may not. There is a danger here because after all, markets are being touted as the saviour 

to environmental problems that other market forces have created (Büscher et al, 2012). 

Not only that, but since 2008 the principles upon which the global economy was based 

have come crashing down, and these are the very principles that proponents of 

neoliberalism are seeking to impose upon conservation. Under neoliberalism it is 

assumed that markets will set prices at a stable equilibrium, but this also assumes that 

human beings are rational decision makers. Not only are humans in this system rational 

decision makers, there is also a focus on investment, profit, the creation of natural capital 

and growth, thus suggesting that neoliberal conservation is infused with elements of 

neoliberal capitalism (Büscher et al., 2012; Fine, 2009).  

 While elements of neoliberal conservation, such as the creation of natural capital 

through economic valuation where there was no capital to be found before (through non-
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use benefits of biodiversity), may seem rather innocuous (such as the valuation of marine 

biodiversity in order to justify increased funding to an MPA), if the system is overall a 

capitalist one, the ceasing to move of capital can threaten the whole system. As Büscher 

et al. (2012) note, during the recent financial crisis leaders around the world were 

primarily concerned with getting the banks to begin lending again –in other words, they 

were concerned that capital had ceased to circulate. When it comes to conservation, 

however, there could be scenarios where doing nothing might be the appropriate 

response. There might be no money to be made, yet conservation is imperative to the 

preservation of biodiversity. Who decides what is valuable? Who sets the price? In this 

system it might be that in cases where biodiversity is no longer valuable, it becomes 

subject to the other market forces that would destroy it. As discussions at the CBD-

COP10 revealed, we do not always agree on what is more valuable and therefore prices 

are subject to the values of the humans operating in the markets that set them. They are 

not objective, but are rather subjective to societal values and political goals.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

RESEARCH SUMMARY AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

This chapter provides the conclusion of this thesis. It consists of a summary, 

contributions, and limitations and opportunities for further research.  

6.1 Summary 

The CBD-COP10 can be seen as a discursive moment. Discourse at the CBD-COP10 is 

influenced by the way conservation is being practiced in the field and the way that it is 

presented at the conference by practitioners, or those describing the activity of 

practitioners. At the same time, discourse at the CBD-COP10 then moves to influence 

conservation practice as it occurs in the years that follow. Discourse and practice are 

mutually constitutive. They are each key components of the other.  

 It is clear from the preceding discussion that the role of neoliberalism in 

conservation in general and in marine conservation specifically is significant and should 

not be ignored or taken for granted. Discourse is a powerful tool, and while this thesis 

cannot speak to practice, it can identify the presence of a neoliberal conservation 

discourse in the field of marine conservation as it was displayed at the CBD-COP10 and 

caution that this is something to be watched for in practice. The pervasiveness of this 

discourse and its ability to infiltrate and combine with previously established discourses 

was very impressive. There is always the potential that rhetoric is just rhetoric, but there 

is equal opportunity for rhetoric to translate in to practice, and it will be in practice that 

the consequences of this discourse are felt.  
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Marine biodiversity conservation is a newer concept than terrestrial conservation. 

Although increasingly coming under protection, marine environments have suffered a 

high level of degradation due to resources being previously perceived as inexhaustible 

(Steinberg, 2008). Following in the wake of terrestrial conservation, MPAs have 

increased in number to approximately 5,880 worldwide, though this number only equates 

to 1.17% of the world’s oceans (Toropova et al., 2010). With neoliberal conservation 

discourse becoming increasingly popular in terrestrial conservation, it is of interest 

whether this discourse has yet begun to infiltrate the conversations of the marine 

conservation community and influence the way that marine conservation is 

conceptualized. Like terrestrial conservation, marine conservation has been shaped by 

conservation discourses such as fortress conservation and community-based 

conservation, and so it follows that more recent trends in terrestrial conservation towards 

neoliberal discourse and practice might come to manifest in marine conservation as well.  

 Castree (2008a; 2008b; 2010a; 2010b), Bakker (2010) and others have noted that 

studies of neoliberalism’s influence upon nature have been quite disparate as they lump 

several different phenomena under one large neoliberal umbrella. This thesis 

acknowledges the different manifestations of neoliberalism not as disparate, but rather as 

neoliberalizations (see McCarthy, 2006) of previously established conservation 

discourses and tools. It is elements of neoliberalism that impact conservation discourse, 

and not all elements are always present at once.  

 The CBD-COP10 is a discursive moment in time where actors from the public, 

private and civil society sectors come together to discuss conservation at the international 

scale. This makes it an ideal venue for observing how conservation discourses are being 
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engaged, and whether neoliberal discourse in particular is being employed by those 

discussing marine biodiversity conservation, as per the aim of this thesis. This aim was 

achieved through the following objectives: 

1. to ascertain which discourses and narratives were present at the CBD-

COP10 during meetings related to marine conservation; and 

2. to determine whether and how neoliberal ideas about conservation influ-

ence marine conservation discourses and narratives at the CBD-COP10; in 

particular, how neoliberal conservation approaches are reshaping how ma-

rine conservation is conceptualized. 

The literature in chapter 2 established the background upon which this thesis is based. It 

explored literature on environmental governance as the broad basis for the study, 

multilateral environmental agreements as an important tool of environmental governance 

used by conservationists, the increasing presence of neoliberal guiding principles in the 

field of environmental governance, the history of conservation in general and a more 

focused overview of marine conservation specifically, and lastly neoliberalism’s 

influences upon conservation, especially in the marine realm. The lack of focus in the 

literature on neoliberalism’s presence in the realm of marine conservation formed the 

specific basis for this thesis.  

 The third chapter explained the research methods employed in the field and 

described the study site of the CBD-COP10. Due to the nature of the study site, data was 

collected by a team of researchers using a unique method called Collaborative Event 

Ethnography (CEE). The main tool of this method was participant observation. Field 

notes collected by the team provided the basis for the results and discussion presented in 
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chapters 4 and 5 respectively. The results in chapter 4 showed how neoliberal discourse 

was engaged to not only explore new ways of conducting conservation, but also as it 

could be employed to justify previously established modes of marine conservation (such 

as the prevailing method of MPAs).  

 Chapter 5 discussed the results of chapter 4 in the context of the broader 

implications of neoliberal discourse in marine biodiversity conservation and conservation 

in general, particularly the implications of placing economic value on elements of nature 

that were previously beyond the reach of markets. This thesis cannot claim that this 

discourse is having an impact on practice, but it does signify the start of a conversation 

and the power of discourse. The power of this discourse is also shown through its 

versatility. The fact that it was engaged by actors from the public, private and civil 

society sectors, and used to justify a diverse array of approaches to marine conservation 

is evidence of this versatility.  

6.2 Contributions 

This thesis contributes to both marine conservation literature and literature on the 

neoliberalization of nature. In terms of marine conservation, it addresses the lack of 

attention to the impact of neoliberal conservation discourse in the marine realm. As 

previously mentioned, this is a largely unexplored field. With regard to literature on the 

neoliberalization of nature, this body of work has been largely criticized for its lack of 

congruency (see Castree, 2008a; 2008b; 2010a; 2010b; Bakker, 2010). It deals with 

different aspects of neoliberalism in different environmental fields (i.e. fisheries, 

wetlands etc.) but a broader discussion of how these examples relate to one another is 

largely absent. This research concluded that neoliberalism is quite versatile in its 
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application and should rather be viewed as the neoliberalization of previously existing 

phenomena.  

 Additionally, this thesis contributes to the study of discourse as a mode of 

understanding how marine conservation is conceptualized. It helps to illuminate the 

power channels through which discourse travels and how a particular discourse can 

become dominant. It is certainly noteworthy that the way that environmental governance 

has been reconfigured to embrace neoliberal ideology has impacted the way marine 

conservation is conducted across the globe. The actors engaging in this discourse were 

diverse, from the Queen of Koror, Palau (a nation traditionally practicing community 

focused conservation strategies) to government representatives from a variety of nations, 

to corporate leaders from companies such as Panasonic. Together their views constitute a 

collective understanding of marine conservation and the role that neoliberal discourse can 

play. This understanding is then transported back from the COP to various locations 

around the world.   

 Although not of my own design, this research is important methodologically in 

that it engages a new research approach. With the first CEE taking place only four years 

ago in 2008, there is still much to be refined. CEE as a method shows how collaborating 

with other researchers can paint a broader picture of an event such as the CBD-COP10. 

Studies of events of this magnitude that ask broader questions engaging a range of actors 

across the conference rather than following perhaps one individual or organization 

require a collaborative approach. This overcomes an individual researcher’s limitations in 

terms of only being able to be in one place at a time and helps to ensure that important 

moments are not missed. As an individual member of a research team, the researcher is 
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able to access a wider variety of data through the field notes and observations of other 

team members. Additionally of great benefit, to a junior team member such as the author 

of this thesis, the opportunity to discuss observations with experienced academics and 

researchers was a great help during the process of data collection and analysis. Participant 

observation can be overwhelming when there is so much to be observed, and having 

experienced researchers explain their own process for structuring observations was a very 

beneficial.  

 

6.3 Limitations and Opportunities for Further Research 

This research has several limitations. First, it can be difficult to interpret fieldnotes that 

are not one’s own. It must also be recognized that what is observed in a set of fieldnotes 

is subject to the eyes of the beholder. There were some cases where CEE team members 

were present in the same side event, but their notes covered different aspects of the event 

–a clear product of the researchers’ own individual research interests. For example, 

during Event 2130 on marine reserves and larger pelagic species, one team member 

focusing on the markets theme highlighted the economic value that the Queen of Koror, 

Palau, placed upon turtles in her culture ($76,000 to be exact); the other group member at 

the session, focusing on the participation theme, made no mention of the number or 

attempt at valuation on the part of the Queen. This means that although CEE as a method 

does help to overcome the size of an event such as the CBD-COP10, it can never solve 

the problem completely. Even if a CEE team managed to have a member in every single 

meeting that took place at a conference, one cannot know how the observations would 

have changed had the arrangement of which researcher attended which event been 
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different. Thus, while the approach is clearly better for studying a large international 

meeting in an ethnographic manner, it is not without its challenges.  

 A second limitation is that discourse and practice, although related, are not the 

same thing. Discourse at the CBD-COP10 could be meaningful, or it could be mere 

rhetoric. Some actors likely engaged neoliberal discourse because they truly believed in it 

from an ideological standpoint, while others may have used it simply to use a ‘hot topic’ 

to attract attention to their cause, secure funding, engage power brokers and donors etc. 

There is no way of analyzing motivation with this type of study, it can only describe what 

was observed.  

 However, these limitations also indicate an opportunity for further research. This 

research only tells part of a story –a discursive moment where marine conservation is 

conceptualized. This is akin to a common criticism of the case study approach to 

research, where the findings of a case study cannot be generalized to all similar cases. A 

collection of these moments could give a clearer picture over time, and thus the following 

of this story at future international meetings (such as Rio +20 and subsequent CBD-

COPs) would be beneficial.  

 Engaging with newer research methods also helps to provide feedback to those 

responsible for its design and wishing to continue its refinement. The more one engages 

with a method the more its benefits and shortcomings become clear. As part of this CEE , 

the researcher was interviewed by Pete Brosius, one of the principal investigators of the 

project, who posed questions about the method itself, especially regarding its pedagogy. 

Reflexivity was built into the project design, and part of the method itself is to engage in 
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this type of interview with team members in order to recognize its strengths and 

weaknesses.  

 Lastly, it might be of interest for those investigating the impact of neoliberalism 

on marine conservation to take this study of discourse and expand it into the field of 

practice. This could help illuminate answers to questions of motivation and effectiveness. 

These cannot be uncovered by the study of discourse alone. It is only by studying practice 

that it can be determined whether this discourse has traction on the ground, or whether, 

despite its prevalence at the CBD-COP10, it is mere rhetoric.  
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APPENDIX A 

TITLE ORGANIZERS SPEAKERS SUMMARY 

2072 EBM in the 
Pacific 

Wildlife 
Conservation 
Society and the 
Fijian 
Government 

Stacy Jupiter (Director of 
WCS Fiji) 

Eleni Rova Tokaduadua (Fiji, 
Ministry of the Environment) 

Jackie Thomas (Climate 
Change Officer, WWF Pacific 
Regional Office) 

Vanuatu Department of the 
Environment 

IUCN Oceania Regional 
Office 

This session is really about 
incorporating government 
and science into a cultural 
context that is very much 
community based (LMMA 
network). i.e. we can take 
this great thing and make it 
even better by incorporating 
science. 

1850 Moving the 
Needle on Ocean 
Protection 

IUCN, 
TNC, UNEP 
WCMC, 
UNEP, UNU-
AIS 

 This session  presents the 
results of an IUCN report 
‘Moving the Needle on 
Ocean Protection’). Main 
discussion centres around 
the 10% target, discusses 
what should count towards 
it (i.e. are there other criteria 
that should be considered 
outside of MPAs –if MPAs 
are not ecologically 
representative, should that 
count?  

QUOTE: “MPAs cannot be 
silos in a sea of depletion” 

1919 Valuing and 
Managing Marine 
Resources for 
Human Well-
being 

Conservation 
International 

R. Portella (CI) 

Leah Karrer (CI) 

Rashid Sumalia (Fisheries 
Centre, UBC) 

Paolo Nunes (University of 
Venice, Fondazione Eni 
Enrico Mattei) 

Event addresses current 
economic value of 4 major 
marine ecosystem services: 
Fisheries, recreation, 
tourism and shoreline 
protection.  

Main theme of interest: 
How valuation makes 
visible in monetary terms 
the need for conservation.  

2130 The Role of PEW Susan Lieberman (Director, I’m not too sure what to 
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Marine Reserves 
and Wildlife 
Sanctuaries in 
Conserving Large 
Pelagic Species 

Environment 
Group 

International Policy, PEW 
Environment Group) 

Bilung Gloria Salii (Queen of 
Koror, Palau) 

Hiroyuki Matsuda (Yokohoma 
National University, Japan) 

Wael Hmaidan (Executive 
Director, IndyACT, Lebanon) 

make of this session… 
Palau makes a good 
argument for the cultural 
value of the marine 
environment (culture as a 
justification for 
conservation). The rest of 
the session seems to 
criticize the government of 
Japan for being weak on the 
conservation of large 
pelagic species, and the 
need to create MPAs. 
Pressure on governments, 
onus is also on consumer to 
choose what they buy.  

2281 Pacific 
Ocean 2020 
Challenge – A 
Healthy Ocean for 
Future 
Generations 

Word Future 
Council 

Dirk Hendrick (WFC) 

Bernard (Reg. Programme 
Coordinator Fiji, IUCN 
Oceania) 

Abassador of Fiji to Japan 

Pacific Ocean 2020 
Challenge –a vision for the 
future. Speakers seemed 
somewhat disorganized and 
disconnected from one 
another. The first speaker 
put a lot of stress on the fact 
that you can’t negotiate with 
nature. You can put a price 
on it because what if the 
price is wrong? Second 
speaker goes on to say that 
we need a new way of 
thinking, and that is to value 
the ecosystem services. 
Third speaker was grabbed 
in the hall and asked to 
speak.  

1750 The 
Partnership for 
Yellow Sea 
Between 
Governments, 
NGOs, GEF and 
Corporate 

WWF Japan Speakers from WWF Japan, 
UNDEP-GEF Yellow Sea 
Project, Panasonic, Local 
Government, Local NGO, 
National Marine 
Environmental Monitoring 
Centre 

Aim of the session is to talk 
about the benefits of 
partnering. Stops 
duplication of efforts, brings 
together funding, good 
business sense for a 
corporation like Panasonic.  

2247 Ocean 
Industry 
Leadership in 
Addressing 

World Ocean 
Council 

Paul Holthus (Economist, 
Founder of WOC) 

This presentation was the 
only one in our notes hosted 
by an industry rep. and 
specifically relating to 
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Marine 
Biodiversity 
Challenges 

marine issues. Of note is the 
absence of any kind of 
interaction with community, 
conflict re: resource rights 
etc. No mention of local 
users of the marine 
environment at all. There 
are several places where he 
mentions the need for 
industry to co-ordinate 
better with one another, and 
there is a large emphasis on 
science as well (the need for 
industry to better understand 
science in order to minimize 
risk. Quote: “Priorities are 
driven by business needs.”  

 

1920 Coral Reefs: 
A Valuable 
Ecosystem in 
Jeopardy 

International 
Coral Reef 
Initiative (gvt., 
IO, NGO 
partnership) 

Tsunao Watanabe (Japan 
Ministry of the Environment) 

Jean-Pierre Thébault 
(Ambassador of the 
Environment, France) 

Speaker from UNU 

Christine Dawson (US 
Department of State Office of 
Ecology and Conservation 

Julien Calas, FFEM 

The title of the session feels 
like it’s using the word 
‘value’ as a buzz word. 
None of the presenters seem 
particularly gung-ho on the 
idea of putting value into 
monetary terms, but the last 
presenter ends with a little 
plug in to a presentation he 
will be doing later on the 
economic value of MPAs 
because ‘TEEB is high on 
the agenda of COP10’. Not 
presenting as though it’s a 
valuable exercise, but rather 
because it seems to fit with 
the program.  

Ecosystem 
Pavillion: Towards 
a Roundtable of 
Donors on West 
African Protected 
Areas 

Global Island 
Partnership 

Jason Spensely (Manager of 
Lifeweb, Secretariat rep) 

Arthur Silba (rep for Guinea 
Bissau) 

Jato Sillah (Minister of 
Forestry and Environment, 
Republic of the Gambia) 

Minister of the Environment, 

Notes on this session were a 
bit patchy and it was hard to 
follow any flow. Seemed to 
just be a statement from 
each donor, or potential 
donor about why they 
support the program. 
Different motivations.  
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Guinea 

Jose Maria Veiga (Minister of 
the Environment, Rural 
Development, and Marine 
Resources of Cape Verde) 

CBD Secretariat 

German KfW (Development 
bank) 

Government of the 
Netherlands (also speaking on 
behalf of embassy in Senegal) 

Government of Spain 

President of WWF 

GEF 

Wetlands International 

EU 

2054 
Mediterranean 
MPAs 

UNEP, 
Mediterranean 
Action Plan 
(MAP), IUCN, 
WWF 

Abederrahmen Gannoun 

Francois Simard (Center for 
Mediterranean Cooperation) 

MedPan South 

As Lisa notes, no ecosystem 
services or economic talk 
here. This session is entirely 
about the scientific basis for 
establishing MPAs, and the 
difficulty in regional 
cooperation experienced in 
the Mediterranean. There is 
some comparison to 
difficulty in governing the 
high seas, but as Lisa notes, 
this is different in that if 
each country were to claim 
it’s 200 mile zone, these 
would overlap, so it is not 
that the Mediterranean has 
any areas that are beyond 
national jurisdiction, but 
rather if all countries were 
to claim their area, there 
would be conflict as to who 
owns what.  

 

2194 Indigenous 
Peoples’ and 

IUCN CEESP, 
ICCA 

Grazia, Professor Jaji and 
Kakuma, Professor Yagi 

This session is about 
community conserved areas. 
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Community 
Conserved Areas 
in Marine 

Consortium, 
UNEP/WCMC, 
GEF/SGP, 
GTZ, Equator 
Initiative, IIED 

(University of Tokyo), Dennis 
Rose (Aboriginal Person from 
Australia), Antonio Carlos 
Diegues (Brazil), Salatou 
Sambou (Association des 
Pecheurs de Mangagoulack), 
Nicole Leotaud 
(www.canari.org), Antonio 
Garcia Allut 
(www.fundacionlonxanet.org), 
Jorge Varela 

Emphasis is on local, 
community based approach 
with some reference to 
integration with government 
and science and a weird 
little shout out to trade and 
markets by Japan near the 
end that seemed very out of 
place. Interesting comment 
re: communities being the 
oldest form of conservation, 
even if that wasn’t the 
intention. Also interesting 
example re: ICCAs going 
beyond what is required 
under national law. 

2123 Launch of 
Regional Seas 
Biodiversity 
Outlook 

UNEP Division director from UNEP 
in charge of environmental 
policy implementation, Jackie 
(UNEP), Alexander 
(coordinator for reg. sea NW 
Pacific Action Plan), Norihiko 
Tanaka (Toyama Prefecture 

This session provides info 
re: trends of marine 
biodiversity on regional 
basis (18 regional seas) –
emphasis on combining 
science and policy 

1869 Launch of 
Protectedplanet.net 
and the UN List of 
Protected Areas 
2012 

UNEP-WCMC   

1831 Ocean 
Acidification 

UNEP-WCMC Patricio Bernam (IOC-
UNESCO), Jackie Alder 
(IUCN MCEB), Keith 
Alberson (IOC-UNESCO), 
Nicola Barnard (UNEP-
WCMC), Shirayama (Kyoto 
University), Francois Simard 
(IUCN) 

This session focuses on the 
growing problem of ocean 
acidification (carbon 
sequestration in oceans 
resulting in acidification of 
oceans, harming species, 
killing coral reefs, resulting 
in further coastal erosion 
etc). Focuses on 
science/policy interface and 
the need for push this issue 
further up the agenda of the 
UNFCCC (next IPCC report 
2013) 

1829 Census of 
Marine Life 

Census of 
Marine Life 

Dr. Yoshihisa Shirayama 

Dr. Patricial Miloslavich 

Census of Marine Life-
process of data collection 
and dissemination. Note –

http://www.canari.org/
http://www.fundacionlonxanet.org/
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Dr. Edward Vanden Berghe 

Dr. Pat Halpin 

Mr. Jesse Ausubel 

this is merely to collect the 
data, not to take a more 
activist role; however, this 
can be a baseline from 
which an activist stance can 
be taken and policy can be 
formed. Want to have 
“complete” data set.  

2156 Biodiversity 
and Marine 
Protected Areas: 
Building 
Capacities for the 
Development of 
Regional MPAs 
Networks Toward 
Effective Large 
Marine 
Ecosystem-Based 
Management 

French Marine 
Protected 
Areas Agency 

 Focuses on all different 
aspects of MPAs –lots of 
reference to securing long-
term funding for success 
(mention using economic 
valuation to do this). Also 
talks about governance.  

2110 Presentation 
of the Marine 
Protected Areas 
GAP Analysis 

ASEAN Centre 
for 
Biodiversity 

 Although this event had 
marine in the title, it 
focussed mostly on the 
terrestrial gap analysis in 
several Asian countries.  

1744 Observation 
of Marine 
Biodiversity 

Government of 
Japan 

 This session is about a 
database of marine 
biodiversity being 
undertaken by the Japanese. 
Most interesting part is 
contestation from audience 
members re: redundancy 
due to existing databases 
(i.e. OBIS). In terms of 
neoliberalism, in 
presentation on methods, 
identifies main threats to 
marine biodiversity. Maggie 
(who took the notes) notes 
that they did not identify 
whaling or overfishing 
(don’t touch the money!).  

1739 Fisheries and 
Biodiversity 

Government of 
Japan 

 This presentation is all 
about Satoumi. It is 
continuously stressed that 
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this approach is based on 
local community 
knowledge, and that the 
Japanese are very 
environmentally conscious. 
As COP10 was hosted by 
Japan, Satoyama and 
Satoumi were heralded 
throughout the conference; 
however, issues of 
overfishing and whaling, 
which are a big problem in 
Japan, were not raised (this 
is pointed out by an 
audience member). Eial 
notes that although the 
major verbal focus was on 
this 
“community/environmental” 
approach, the pamphlets that 
were handed out used 
market-based language and 
imagery, stating “The Sea is 
a Bank.”| 

Ocean’s day    

High level 
GLISPA event 

  Sustainable financing 

Funding of Micronesia 
Challenge 

Indian Ocean 
Partnership 
Planning 

  Regional –seeds planted, but 
need to be taken back to 
national level.  

Eco Pav. W. 
Indian Ocean: 
Resilient 
Ecosystems for 
Sustainable 
Livelihoods, 
Adaptation and 
Human security 

   

Ecosystem-based 
approaches for 
adaptation 

   

18.10.10 Marine   Mostly MPA stuff, EBSAs, 
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WG ABNJ 

19.10.10 Marine 
Working Group 

  See previous 

2246 
Economic Values 
for Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem 
Services in Real 
Life Decision 
Making 

  TEEB, redirecting economic 
activity to most beneficial 
industry for the community 
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APPENDIX B 

List of Codes Used 

Broad Thematic Codes Sub-Codes 

Neoliberalism Development; Sustainable Development; 
Valuation; Selling nature to save it; 
Economic analysis; Justifications for 
valuation –language of policy, attract funds; 
Economic incentives; Contestation of 
valuation; Partnerships with the private 
sector; Corporate citizenship; Green 
economy; TEEB; Ecosystem Services; 
Valuation and appropriation of resources 
(critique of) 

Marine Marine Protected Areas; Contesting MPAs; 
Benefits Associated with MPAs; No-take 
MPAs; Income associated with MPAs; 
Marine Managed Areas; Overfishing; 
Cultural justification for marine 
conservation; MPAs and security; Less 
knowledge of marine environments; MPA 
networks 

Neoliberalism + Marine Income associated with MPAs; Economic 
valuation helping to achieve marine 
protection targets; Conservation buyouts, 
agreements, alternative livelihoods; 
Economic value of cultural value of marine 
conservation; Valuation and human well-
being in marine dependent environments; 
Partnerships with private sector for marine 
protection; MPAs &  development; 
Voluntary protection; Ecotourism 

Other Narratives Community-based conservation; Fortress 
Conservation; Bioregional Conservation 

Scale Global; local; regional 

Miscellaneous Science (trust in and mistrust); Knowledge 
(what constitutes it); Technology (access to); 
Targets; Mixed Management; Marine Spatial 
Planning; Performance; Crisis; Climate 
Change 

Protected Areas MPAs (see marine analytic codes re: MPAs) 
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APPENDIX C 

CBD Collaborative Ethnography – Thematic and Topical “Teams”  
 

Themes – each person is in one thematic group 

MARKETS PARTICIPATION SCIENCE 

   

Ken – team 
leader 

Rebecca W. – team 
leader 

Lisa – team 
leader 

Catherine Ted Shannon H. 

Shannon G. Juan Luis Noella 

Eial Maggie Debby 

 Sarah Daniel 

 Rebecca G  

 Kim  

   

 

Topics – each person is in three topical groups 

 
Climate Theme interest 

Shannon H. - Team leader Science 

Catherine Markets 

Ted Participation 

Maggie Participation 

Ken (3rd) Markets 

Rebecca W. (3rd) Participation 

Eial (3rd) Markets 

Shannon G. (3rd) Markets 

Dan Science 

  

ABS  

Sarah – team leader Participation 

Ken Markets 
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Rebecca W.  Participation 

Kim Participation 

Juan Luis Participation 

  

  

Protected Areas 

Catherine - Team Leader Markets 

Maggie Participation 

Rebecca G. Participation 

Rebecca W. Participation 

Noella (3rd)  Science 

Shannon G. Markets 

Daniel (3rd) Science 

Shannon H. (3rd)  Science 

Juan Luis (3rd)  Participation 

 

 
Sustainable Use Theme interest 

Eial - Team Leader Markets 

Lisa Science 

Ken Markets 

Kim Participation 

Catherine (3rd) Markets 

Maggie (3rd) Participation 

  

Marine 

Noella  - Team Leader Science 

Shannon G. Markets 

Ted Participation 

Lisa Science 

Eial Science 

Rebecca G. (3rd) Participation 

  

  

Targets  
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Shannon H. Science 

Lisa Science 

Noella Science 

  

Biofuels  

Juan Luis - Team Leader (?) Participation 

Debby (3rd) Science 

Sarah Participation 

  

Cooperation with other agreements 

Ted – Team leader (?) Participation 

Sarah Participation 

Kim Participation 

Debby Science 

 

Agricultural biodiversity 

Debby Science 

  

Forests 

Daniel Science 

  

Resource Mobilization 

Rebecca G. Participation 
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APPENDIX D 

The CEE Team, Alphabetical Order 

Bourque Maggie University of Wyoming 

Brosius Pete University of Georgia 

Campbell Lisa Duke University 

Corson Catherine Mount Holyoke College 

Dammert Juan Luis Peruvian Society for 
Environmental Law 

Dujovny Eial University of Georgia 

Gray Noella University of Guelph 

Greenberg Shannon University of Guelph 

Gruby Rebecca Duke University 

Hagerman Shannon University of Washington, 
University of British 
Columbia 

Hitchener Sarah University of Georgia 

MacDonald Ken University of Toronto 

Maclin Ted University of Georgia 

Scott Debbie Rutgers University 

Suarez Dan University of Toronto 

Suiseeya Kim Duke University 

Witter Rebecca University of Georgia 
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APPENDIX E 

Guide to Participant Observation 

ANALYTIC –THE POLITICS OF PERFORMANCE 

1) Background 

Thinking about the COP (and the negotiation of environmental governance in 

general) in terms of performance is based in part on the idea that actors don’t necessarily 

share the same social or ideological repertoire for understanding various utterances and 

encounters.  Nor do they share the same objectives. Part of this ‘indeterminacy’ is 

handled by the production and ‘learning’ of rules for engaging in negotiations (see the 

various ‘rule books’/guidelines for negotiation/engagement posted on Researchgate).  

Part of it is also handled through the structure of delegations actors and the way in which 

experienced participants guide in ‘mentor/mentee’ types of relations, new participants. 

 

This work is part of a process of developing a shared discourse and setting the ‘the 

stage', or reaching some form of intersubjectivity (partially shared or at least 

complimentary identities) – developing a shared understanding of what ‘the problem’ 

'really ' is and what it is participants are actually talking about, working out a script for 

resolving conflict, and developing a logic of appropriateness for doing so. But these are 

not always fully, or mutually understood, or adhered to. Understanding the dynamics of 

negotiations, then, means treating them as a form of improvisation theatre in which 

participants constantly practice surveillance on each other because the nature of the game 

can change on the spot. So dramaturgical concepts are helpful in thinking through how 
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‘negotiation’ (across a wide spectrum of actors – not just parties) works in practice.  

 

Events like COP10 provide arenas - or stages in/on which actors argue, explain and 

justify themselves and reinterpret history, and create frameworks for a continuity of 

argument and an interpretation of competing identities and loyalties. Certainly this work 

is discursive but, while identifying discursive configurations and discourse coalitions are 

important, an analytic standpoint of performance pays attention to how particular ‘ways 

of seeing’ influence the dissemination and dominance of particular perspectives (e.g., 

PES) in which the strength of metaphors (e.g., a ‘service’), for example, help actors come 

to see a particular perspective. However, metaphors do not work alone; they are strongly 

interlinked with visual mechanisms and agency. This suggests that in order to understand 

how perspectives gain influence, it is useful to look at how ‘sustainable persuasion’ (e.g., 

the affect and durability of PES) is often enacted, and an ‘often-staged process’ leading to 

and resulting from a gradual shift in perspective.  

 

2) The way we are using Performance here is as a concept that mediates between 

the individual and the context, or between the setting and the act. Accordingly there are a 

number of observational/analytic categories that we suggest you stay attuned to and pay 

attention to in making notes.    

 

Structure (or setting) refers to the physical situation in which the interaction takes 

place, Including the artefacts that are brought to the situation, the format of an encounter 
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and the physical location (e.g., the social and physical configuration of the space of the 

encounter) – typically the ‘rules’ (formal and informal, expressed and implicit) that affect 

how interaction occurs for the duration of a particular event.  What we’re interested in 

here is how the setting influences what is said, what can be said and what can be said 

with influence. But also how particular actors seek to transgress the boundaries of the 

setting and disrupt its effect (and possibly how transgression is made easier or more 

difficult by the qualities of the setting). 

 

Scripting includes all the efforts to create a setting, by determining the characters in 

the play ('dramatis personae') – who gets to participate, who is excluded, who gets to 

speak, who is silenced (including delegates who might be silenced by the requirement to 

represent a ‘stakeholder’) and providing cues for appropriate behavior.  We’re also 

interested here in how players subsequently act within and upon those scripts.  Here it’s 

important to pay attention to emotive strategies (e.g., feigned anger, confusion, contempt, 

etc.) and their apparent intent (e.g., to dissuade the Chair from enforcing a particular rule, 

to stall for time, to cast suspicion upon the position of another player/constituency, etc.). 

 

Staging refers to the deliberate organization/orchestration of an interaction or series 

of interactions, including the use of existing symbols (e.g., of scientific or political 

authority, indigeneity, capital, etc.) and the invention of new ones (e.g., representing the 

merger of scientific and economic authority in the guise of PES), as well as the 

distinction between players in terms of how ‘active’ (including vocality) different players 

are allowed to be, and the different forms which their ‘activity’ takes (we, as a team for 
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example, will be ‘active’ in encounters in which we are not allowed to speak). It also 

refers analytically to the affect of staging practices.  Again always be on the look out for 

transgression or attempts by players to resist deliberate staging and to reconfigure the 

deliberate stage.  Also be on the lookout for moments of ad hoc staging and the political 

opportunity structures that allow ad hoc staging to occur (e.g., little chance of being 

expelled from the meeting because of potential embarrassment to parties (think of “Yes 

Men” acts at UNFCCC in Copenhagen – check it out online if you didn’t follow it), 

taking advantage of a moment of ‘weakness’ (e.g., physical or virtual security lapse)) 

 

The concepts of structure/setting, scripting and staging may seem to emphasize the 

strategic and intentional dimensions of performance as an effort to control an interaction 

or to push an interpretation in the direction of preferred outcomes. Although strategic 

action obviously is a key component of politics, also pay attention to performance as the 

way in which the contextualized interaction itself is seen as producing social realities like 

particular understandings of the problem at hand, knowledge, and new power relations.  

 

I’ll frame a few questions to use for initial observations below.  Others will become 

apparent as the COP unfolds. 

Structure/Setting 

• As per all observations of encounters, describe the setting 

• Size of space 

• ‘Status’ of room (nicely decked out, lots of AV equipment, etc, note the trappings 
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in the room) 

• Arrangement of seating/people in room 

• Structure of the event including order of authority (is there a chair, is it spontane-

ous and organic) 

• How do the rules or protocols that govern a stage or a space of encounter mediate 

what can and cannot be said within that setting or space? 

• How do they facilitate or constrain the capacity of certain actors to direct an inter-

action? 

• Any rules for engagement specified? 

• How does engagement unfold during the course of the event? 

• How does structure affect what is said, how it is said (e.g., panelists and individu-

alizing Q&A or intentional and perhaps facilitated development of a dialogue) 

and by whom? 

 

Scripting 

• Who are the primary characters in the encounter? 

• What rhetorical strategies do they use?  

• Are certain rhetorical strategies common among particular ‘discourse coalitions’? 

• What mechanisms of ‘message control’, if any, are present? 

• Look for common messages across key members of discourse coali-

tions/constituencies. 

• What cues are present to designate appropriate behaviour? 

• Does scripting appear to be coordinated to achieve a desired outcome/effect?  
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What is the evidence of that desire? 

• How do actors accommodate/resist or otherwise act upon scripting?  Note tone of 

voice in public utterances, body language etc. 

• Does scripting appear to produce social realities – e.g., agreements over appropri-

ate definitions of problems or forms of knowledge/practice to address problems. 

 

Staging 

• Think about the event in terms of a series of stages in which certain politics are 

enacted.   

• How are the stages configured?  

• Who is responsible for staging?   

• What ‘staging coalitions’ appear to exist? 

• How are stages integrated – e.g., are particular themes/scripts replayed across 

multiple stages? 

• How are they delimited (e.g., by a room, by a series of rooms, by a series of 

events, by a series of venues, etc.)?  

• How do practices of staging configure activities/agency differently for different 

constituencies? 

 

ANALYTIC – THE POLITICS OF SCALE 

When you hear someone make reference to a scalar term (e.g. ‘local’, ‘global’, 

‘regional’), what/who are they referring to? How are scalar terms used in conjunction w/ 

other ideas? For example: 
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• How are problems/solutions defined in relation to scale? (e.g. failure to meet 

global biodiversity targets) 

• How is authority invoked in relation to scale? (e.g. national authority/jurisdiction) 

• How is authority invoked in relation to scale? (e.g. national authority/jurisdiction) 

• How are rights/responsibilities tied to scale? (e.g. rights of local communities to 

benefit from sust use of biodiversity; responsibility of developed countries to 

support developing countries – i.e. upholding national responsibilities dependent 

on international support – link to power struggles) 

McCarthy (2005) identifies a series of scalar strategies that actors may use – looking for 

these might help: 

• the defense of established scales (e.g. maintaining rights of nation states to control 

activities within their borders) 

• the use of established scales as stable platforms (e.g. reference to rights of local 

communities as given, but applied in a novel context) 

• reconfigurations of relations within scales 

• participation in the construction of new scales (e.g. what does the ‘global’ scale 

mean in terms of the CBD and global environmental governance – traditionally 

nation states, then NGOs, and now increasingly private actors – who is working to 

construct the ‘global’ as constituting particular actors/processes?) 
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• the redefinition of relationships among scales (how do actors attempt to 

assert/defend certain kinds of relationships between the CBD, regional bodies, 

other international bodies, nation states, local communities) 

• the redefinition of relationships among scales (how do actors attempt to 

assert/defend certain kinds of relationships between the CBD, regional bodies, 

other international bodies, nation states, local communities) 

• jumps among scales (who is at the CBD? What ‘scale’ are they typically 

associated with? e.g. an international NGO, a national NGO – how are they trying 

to link their other efforts to work at the CBD?) 

 

ANALYTIC –THE POLITICS OF TRANSLATION 

The CBD process demonstrates the myriad ways in which scientific knowledge 

embodies political relationships while contributing to their reconfiguration; Jasanoff 

refers to this dynamic as the “coproduction of scientific knowledge and social order” 

(2004). Complex socio-ecological phenomena like biodiversity loss can sustain a number 

of competing explanations; sorting between those explanations is a matter of 

contestations of legitimacy and credibility. While these contests use the tools of scientific 

authority (peer review, credentials, funding allocation, etc), the stakes and conflicts at the 

CoP represent a form of politics by other means (Brosius 1999a; Ferguson 1994).  

There is a ‘team’ following science as a theme (equivalent to markets and 

participation). The politics of translation as an analytic has much in common with this 
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theme, but is also broader. For example, the science theme team has identified a set of 

interests that include:  

• the role of uncertainty and the precautionary principle in discussions,  

• the use (and effectiveness) of visual/schematic/graphical representations (and at 

what scale);  

• how and when scientific authority in invoked (especially in contrast to other 

things). 

Questions related to the politics of translation as identified in our NSF proposal 

include:  

How is knowledge is produced and who is empowered to produce it;  

• Who is creating knowledge for the CBD? Look for organizations and 

individuals providing ‘data’ and other forms of knowledge. What or who are 

they? Where are they from? 

• What kind of knowledge is it (of species, of ecosystems, of economy, or law, 

etc.). What kind of fields are referenced?   

• Is there evidence of territorialization of particular forms of knowledge? E.g. 

individual studies that become the standard? 

• What attempts to do we see to insert social (and other) facts? 

 

How is knowledge represented, circulated, and put to work?  
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• What form does ‘knowledge’ take? Is it qualitative, quantitative or both? Meta 

datasets or case studies? Trends? Temporal or spatial? 

• How is it represented? Graphically? As maps? As images? And numbers? As 

stories? Partial or complete?  

• Do we see particular reports continually referenced? (e.g. TEEB, MEA). 

Particular images or maps circulated? Particular scientists or scientific papers 

referenced (e.g. Boris Worms predictions of the extinction of all commercial fish 

stocks by 2023)?  

• What are the ‘objects’ of conservation constructed through scientific and technical 

expertise: endangered species, targets, biodiversity hotspots, etc.. These objects 

call for action. What is the consensus on action? Taken? Sufficient? 

• Where do we see knowledge circulated? Side sessions, working groups, 

informally? 

How some ways of knowing are taken as authoritative while others are marginalized by 

different sets of actors.  

• Who (or what) holds the answers to particular problems? 

• Do we see tensions within ‘ways’ of knowing? E.g. ecology vs. economics. 

• How is traditional or indigenous knowledge recognized? When and where? 

Who speaks for such knowledge? 

• How are ways of knowing combined or contrasted (or are they in separate ses-

sion altogether)? 
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• Evidence of boundary work (e.g. debate over what counts are real science or 

evidence?) 

 

What is the specific language around science – policy interfaces? I.e. what is the ‘job’ of 

science? 

Callon's four “moments of translation”:  

problematization  

• How are problems defined?  

• Are they taken as given or contested? 

• What is the response to challenge? 

• Who is involved in defining/contesting problem definition? 

Interessement (convincing people it’s important) 

• What kind of evidence do we see of persuasion? 

• Having defined the problem, what do institutions/people do to convince you 

its important? 

Enrollment 

• How do speakers/institutions get listeners on their side, to do their work?  

(physically: buttons, petitions, etc.; other means: ‘we all know’ ‘we all agree’ 

‘we are all together in this) 

• Calling out specific people in the room; showing who ‘already’ supports the 

program. 
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Mobilization 

• What kind of mobilization do we see (research, dollars, programs)? Are there 

funding agencies in the room, referenced to, thanked? What are the new needs 

going forward? How are they to be met? 

Overall, think about: persuasion, negotiation, contestation, defense.  
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