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‘Sustainability’ is a contested concept. This contestability – and its basis in deep, oppositional convictions – means that the argument between those who would substitute financial for natural capital and those who believe that such substitution is impossible and/or dangerous is unlikely to be resolved. Some of those in the latter group who have previously argued for a strong view of sustainability (one that privileges nature or perhaps ‘natural capital’ as primary and sacrosanct) appear to have despaired of their ability to influence policy and to have capitulated to capitalist hegemony – in semantic terms, at least – by adopting its language, that is to say, the language of ‘money’. Our purpose in this paper is to argue that this is a logically inconsistent position and that acceptance of the monetary valuation of nature necessarily entails acceptance of its commodification – a commodification inimical to sustainability in the deep sense. We further suggest that this debate might be called ‘the natural capital controversy'. Thus we explicitly draw a parallel between this debate and the so-called ‘capital controversy’ that took place in some of the leading economics journals in the 1950s to 1970s. 
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1 INTRODUCTION
In a recent paper, the Blue Planet Prize
 laureates describe the imperative to take action to resolve the ecological crisis.
 Their paper focuses on a discussion of sustainability and states that ‘[w]e need a robust definition of sustainability’,
 but unfortunately, no such definition is provided and the terms ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ are used interchangeably, by our lights a serious mistake, for the term ‘development’ already takes the term ‘sustainable’ in the direction of growthism – and thus of unsustainability.
 The authors emphasise the importance of ‘boundary conditions for sustainability’
, but without making clear what these might be. 
We would suggest that a basic condition for an adequate definition of sustainability is that nature cannot be substituted for by other types of ‘capital’ – and that this insistence, moreover, marks the distinction between ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ definitions of sustainability. Now, the previous sentence  is to some degree a value-laden statement, and we need explicitly to acknowledge this fact from the outset of our argument, while also recognising that other worldviews and values that contest our definitional standpoint exist and might be equally valid and legitimate
. We are not, however, perturbed by this possibility. Our view is that both philosophy and economics are unavoidably normative, and we accept and – indeed – celebrate this rather than finding it troubling. This acknowledgement of contingency does not, however, leave us in a relativistic muddle, lacking anywhere to stand. That other values might be equally valid and legitimate does not imply that they actually are: Whether they are, or not, needs to be shown. We doubt that it can be shown – and this will be the point of much of the argument that follows concerning the essential unsubstitutability – that we set out in some key cases – of allegedly different ‘forms of’ capital.

In an earlier paper, one of the Blue Planet Laureates made the distinction between weak (resources are substitutable) and strong (resources are not substitutable) sustainability explicit when he argued (in context) that it is useful to distinguish between renewable resources which include ‘resources for which substitution at the required scale is currently and foreseeably impossible (essential resources) [and] resources for which substitutes are currently or foreseeably available (substitutable resources).’
 Implicit in this distinction, which distinguishes between substitutable and non-substitutable natural resources, is the idea that some natural resources are substitutable. As the pressure from economics has come to bear on environmentalists, many have forgotten their original commitment to sustainability in its strong sense (non-substitutability) – a development reflected by the Blue Planet paper, in which Watson et al argue that there is now widespread agreement that pricing nature is essential if we are to solve the problem of dangerous climate change and to protect non-human species.
 Yet, paradoxically, the authors maintain that they are not prepared to substitute other forms of capital for ‘natural capital’ – a position that would normally be understood to be a strong sustainability argument. We contend, however, that the Blue Planet paper position – and any approach to sustainability that shares it – is philosophically and practically untenable. Our argument is that the pricing of nature actually requires the abandonment of strong sustainability. 
This is a point of great significance, particularly since the marketisation of nature, through the development of concepts such as ‘ecosystem services’ and ‘natural capital', has in recent years become the dominant policy response to the ecological crisis.
 Environmental problems ranging from habitat and biodiversity loss to anthropogenic climate change have been framed in terms of the need to create markets for pollution and to create shadow markets for a whole range of environmental ‘goods’ and ‘services’. 
 Moreover, the marketization of nature, supported by considerable quantities of public money and grants, has also been uncritically accepted by some big ‘pro-environment’ NGOs.
 
Since our purpose here is to argue that the simultaneous adoption of marketization and a putative ‘strong sustainability’ is a logically inconsistent position, we begin by tracing the growth in popularity of the concept of ‘ecosystem services’ as a way of framing the environmental debate and also briefly describe the argument concerning the substitutability of these different forms of ‘capital’: the so-called weak vs strong sustainability debate. We present our argument that these two debates are logically related, so that taking a position on one entails taking a particular position on the other. In Section 3 we draw a parallel between the debate between ourselves and the Blue Planet Laureates (Watson et al  and the earlier debate about the incommensurability of financial and physical capitals that became known as the ‘capital controversy’. In Section 4 we sum up the argument we have sought to make in a register noting the profound importance of how one speaks and thinks (words/concepts/frames are not innocent parties or merely technical aids; they have effects, they even produce worlds). In section 5, we challenge those environmentalists lured into the economistic language of ecosystem services to rethink their position and to reject the commodification of nature that any system of financial or quasi-financial valuation implies. Finally, in section 6, we offer some conclusions. 
2. Weak vs Strong Sustainability and the Concept of Ecosystem Services 
In recent years the concept of ‘natural capital’ has become increasingly popular amongst policy-makers involved in environmental protection, as can be seen, for instance, in the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005),
 the TEEB: the Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (2010),
  and the UK’s National Ecosystem Assessment (UNEP-UK, 2011).
  More recently the idea of considering nature as a form of capital and a source of ‘ecosystem services’ has also been accepted by pro-environment NGOs, so that we find the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) supporting a project encouraging payment to protect the health of local water systems
 and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) producing a detailed guide concerning exactly how you can go about putting a price on various aspects of the natural world.

This conversion of defenders of the environment to a view of ecological protection within a market frame is a demonstration of their understandable desperation in the face of the failure of political leadership to address the unprecedented environmental crisis.
 Yet it is not unrelated to the fact that a market framing of responses to the ecological crisis has been – and continues to be – the dominant policy turn of political authorities the world over. In the UK, for example,  major government programmes are emphatically cast within this frame. Accordingly, rejecting this framing and its ideological foundation potentially excludes environmental organisations from funding sources essential to support their work. Yet some academics remain ‘stubbornly’ sceptical or even deeply critical of the ‘commodification of nature’:

As well as the practical difficulties, monetary measurement presupposes a common scale of value; but the thing being measured may have multiple dimensions or attributes, with different kinds of values not reducible to being measured along a common scale.
 
There are two apparently unrelated processes at work in the formation of the language and concept of ‘ecosystem services’. The first process is the identification of natural processes - pollination or the capture and storage of carbon dioxide in forest canopies, for example. The second is the labelling of such processes as ‘services’, which are understood to be ‘provided to us’ by nature. Critics have found fault with this conceptual framing both because of its anthropocentrism
 and because of its reductionist attempt to explain the complexity of ecosystems in terms of individual and identifiable ‘services’.
 While we would agree with both of these critiques, our purpose here is to ask whether the two stages of the process can logically be separated at all: We question whether the intellectual move of taking these natural processes as ‘services’ can be accomplished in any way that does not in any case already entail the possibility of exchange, implicit in the second stage in the intellectual creation of ‘ecosystem services’. In this regard, we would argue that the use of the term ‘services’ is in itself suggestive, being drawn from the economists’ lexicon and usually being paired with ‘goods’ as one of the two types of commodity that can be sold in markets.

As was noted above, the possibility of exchange between different forms of capital is a fundamental source of contention and is definitive of one’s approach to sustainability. A ‘weak’ definition of sustainability accepts substitution between ‘natural’ and other forms of capital,
  whereas a ‘strong’ definition of sustainability would insist that natural capital is different in kind and cannot be compensated by money.  It is a key implication of the ‘strong sustainability’ approach that substitution can only legitimately occur through some new and genuinely substituting renewable replacement being found for any resource being run down. The deepest question, of course, when it comes to whole unique ecosystems or places being run down, is whether the strong sustainability definition can possibly be satisfied at all. (We will in one way or another frequently return to this point in the argument that follows.) 
According to proponents of weak sustainability we need not concern ourselves with delineating the strict limits on non-renewable resources, since we can create man-made substitutes – while those who subscribe to strong sustainability argue, to the contrary, that we must maintain the stock of natural capital – that is to say, the value of the earth itself – because there are no substitutes for the natural systems that we depend on. Watson et al, the Blue Planet laureates, argue strongly in favour of valuing nature for the individual services it provides and accept the need to price these services in order to have them taken seriously and protected by governments:

Contemporary economic and participatory techniques allow us to take into account the monetary and nonmonetary values of a wide range of ecosystem services. These techniques need to be adopted in everyday decision-making practice. Failure to include the valuation of non-market values in decision making results in a less efficient resource allocation, with negative consequences for social well-being.
 

If only money talks, so runs the line of argument, then trees or mountains or beetles that have no price set on them have no seat at the negotiating table. However, pro-environment proponents of natural capital are aware of the risks of such direct pecuniary substitution. They reject it and thereby claim to maintain a strong definition of sustainability. But is this a coherent and consistent position? Is it really possible to argue that aspects of nature can be costed in monetary terms in some abstract sense but with no thought of ever making them available for exchange in a (pseudo-)market setting? 
The operative assumption is that since there is in most cases no actual market for environmental ‘goods’ and therefore no price, the only way that pricing can be undertaken is by positing an exchange at least in principle. However, we would argue that this in itself assumes substitution: Whether the monetary valuation of nature is undertaken through experimental methods (such as contingent valuation) or through market-testing (as in the example of carbon trading systems),
 it is only through the practice or presumption of exchange that a price can be found, and hence, the assumption/acceptance of substitutability has already been made before the precise price can be determined. The thought must be that ‘this is the amount of money that the thing in question is worth’. And this means, by definition, what it could be exchanged for. This is because the medium of exchange (money) is defined as something that can be exchanged without reserve and without distinction.
 Money’s very nature is to be a medium that fluidises all exchanges.
 Money is nothing more nor less than its usability and its use; it is as it does: To price something is to accept that you will exchange it for a given quantity of money.
3. EQUATING APPLES AND PEARS: THE CAPITAL CONTROVERSY UPDATED: ‘THE NATURAL CAPITAL CONTROVERSY’.
In the capital controversy, the Cambridge economists (led by Joan Robinson and Piero Sraffa) criticised the simplistic and unrealistic nature of the Swan-Solow growth model. Their target was the neoclassical production function, which is based on one produced good Q that can either be consumed or accumulated as capital, K. The intricacies of the debates that took place over several decades are not our concern here. We seek to use the critical approach of the Cambridge economists as a parallel for an argument we wish to make against the pricing of nature. 
There are three aspects of the original Cambridge economic critique that are relevant: First, the fallacy of composition – which undermines the suggestion that there can be a meaningful discussion based on an alleged single, homogeneous good. Secondly, their critique of the suggestion that the existence of market prices can be used as evidence of the homogeneity of the allegedly unified good. And thirdly, the argument that a model claiming to be focused on material production actually relies on a pricing system that cannot have any meaning without a system of money – which is absent from the theory.


Addressing the controversy, Joan Robinson wrote that
the production function has been a powerful instrument of miseducation. The student of economic theory is taught to write Q = f (L, K) where L is a quantity of labor, K a quantity of capital and Q a rate of output of commodities. He is instructed to assume all workers [are] alike, and to measure L in man-hours of labor; he is told something about the index-number problem in choosing a unit of output; and then he is hurried on to the next question, in the hope that he will forget to ask in what units K is measured. Before he ever does ask, he has become a professor, and so sloppy habits of thought are handed on from one generation to the next.

We would argue that similar – and perhaps more damaging – ‘sloppy habits of thought’ are being generated now in the discussion of ‘ecosystem services’. In the case of the original capital controversy, the consequence of the sloppy thinking had impacts in terms of productivity and worker exploitation; in the case of ‘the natural capital controversy’ the consequences could be much more serious still. 
The Cambridge critics, in our view, effectively undermined neoclassicist economic assumptions by emphasising both the complementarity (as opposed to full inter-replaceability) of labour with capital and the internal heterogeneity of capital. They challenged particularly the idea that the total ‘amount’ of capital could be quantitatively determined and monetarily valued in a stable and consistent way. As was already implied above, what Robinson and Sraffa undermined was the presupposition of neoclassical equilibrium theory that items of capital (e.g. machines and lorries) are essentially homogenous – and that their total amount or even their total value can be definitively or stably established.

While we find this form of argument compelling and instructive we would seek to extend and update it. In particular we want to relate it to the economic interpretation of the ecological crisis that forms the focus of our argument here. The Sraffians, while investigating deeply the economic importance and nature of ‘commodities’, did not acknowledge sufficiently that capital itself is a transformed version of some ‘natural capital’ and that other forms of ‘natural capital’ are an essential condition for economic activity.
  Our view is an extension of the logic of the Sraffians: We submit that the non-aggregability of nature means that one cannot really make sense of the category of ‘natural capital’ – at least not as something that can be in any way reductively aggregated. We insist on taking ‘strong sustainability’ seriously by taking seriously the variegated nature of what are in practice the many ‘factors of production’. We would go so far as to challenge the easy reduction of a complex ecosystem into so many ‘factors’, preferring instead to follow Turnbull’s definition of capital as ‘procreative assets’.
 Even then, the term ‘assets’ is potentially troubling in once again seeming to take a financial metaphor as its primary basis. 

So far we have discussed the theoretical issues arising from the intellectual attempt to consider nature as made up of a number of priceable components. But ambitious academics have gone further and actually attempt to account for nature, to put a price on her abundance. To move from the theoretical to the practical, we take as our first exhibit the attempt by Robert Costanza and his colleagues to price nature and all the services it, in his words, ‘provides to mankind’.
 Their paper received a barrage of criticism: As Nature expressed it the following year, ‘[t]he paper was a box-office success but was panned by the critics.’
 Certainly the method followed to arrive at the mean estimate of $33trillion was simplistic in the extreme.
 Essentially it relied on calculating the products of estimated values for the productivity of each hectare of land and a willingness to pay for its output. This attempt to create average or unit values and aggregating them to simulate the value of the global loss of our entire ecosystem was dismissed as being futile – if not positively undermining of the ecological economics position as a whole.

The attempt by Costanza et al to price the whole of nature failed to tell us anything meaningful about the value of nature. But it also fails as a measurement exercise on its own terms, for it amounts to an imperialistic, drastic extension of neoclassicism: It seeks to make capital and natural capital fully commensurable (two species of the same genus, in fact), and abstracts from divisions within ‘natural capital’. To put this in the terms of traditional economics: Ecological economics seeks to take land seriously as a factor in production, but the Costanzian move would, first, homogenize land itself and, secondly, homogenize land with capital.
 Costanza et al thus hold the equivalent of the Neoclassical position in the capital controversy: They hold that natural capital can be homogenized and priced, lock stock and barrel. It is this position, which assumes the possibility of substitution  which is, broadly-speaking, foundational for  Watson et al’s claim that pricing nature is essential.

We hold the opposite position. We argue that natural capital cannot and must not be priced but ought strongly to be protected by other means
 and taken seriously in its profound diversity. It should be noted that Watson et al are proposing something more modest than Costanza. They are arguing that we must price nature but that such pricing must not be allowed to lead to the substitution of one form of capital for another. But this, we have argued, is simply an incoherent position from the start: The pricing of nature is the allowing of substitution of one form of capital for another. It is as if Watson et al are trying to carve out a new position in the natural capital controversy – a position that would seek to compromise between the position of the Sraffians in the capital controversy and that of their opponents. But such a ‘compromise’ is nothing more than a falling between stools. The position is plainly incoherent. We are (as already stated) sympathetic to the Robinson-Sraffa position in the capital controversy, but whether you agree with Sraffa and Robinson or with those they criticised there is no room for a position that would purport to agree with and to effect a compromise between all parties to the debate. 
To recap: The total amount of capital cannot be established because one cannot add up machines and lorries; they are not (fully) inter-substitutable; their uses differ. But for the purposes of an economics of nature, the meaning economically of the various ‘components’ of nature is as priced (albeit that they are self-evidently more heterogenous, much less able to be translatable by fungible money, machines and commodities than are lorries and other machines!). As we emphasised above, prices have to be posited for environmental ‘goods’ in order for them to exist economically at all – at least in the context of the market-exchange economy within which this debate takes place. Lorries and machines exist in themselves as part of a neoclassical model; their monetisation happens later as a convenient way of understanding and facilitating their exchangeability, as does the attempt to aggregate their monetary value. But ponds and toads and air enter into a Costanzian or Watsonian model of the economy simultaneously with their pricing. They simply were not there before that except as ‘externalities’. 
Intriguingly, some of the original critics of the Constanza estimate come close to making an argument similar to the one we advance here. According to the summary of the Costanza controversy by the US National Research Council,
[I]f the question is the value of the life support system of the planet, there can be only one of two answers depending upon whether a willingness to pay or a willingness to accept approach is used. Willingness to pay should be bounded by global ability to pay (i.e., global GDP, or $18 trillion). If willingness to accept is used, then as Toman (1998) concludes, $33 trillion is ‘a serious underestimate of infinity’.

This critique indicates that the discussion of the idea of natural capital does not and cannot take place in a philosophical vacuum separate from the hard-edged world of commerce. In order to calculate the value of the natural systems of planet earth there has to be somebody with a wallet large enough to pay the bill. Without this, the calculation is itself meaningless. We take a similar position with regard to the attempt by environmentalists to argue that they are keeping their hands clean of the idea of an actual transaction during which aspects of the natural world are sold: Unless this is assumed, then the idea of pricing nature is also meaningless. This is precisely why we argue that there can be no separation between the question of pricing nature and the question of substitutability.

It might be responded that surely Watson et al are right: ponds and toads and air cannot be ‘added up’ any more than machines and lorries can – and their ‘uses’ differ, too. In this particular respect, we of course agree with Watson et al,, and indeed it is one of our fundamental points: ‘Natural capital’ is deeply internally heterogenous, so that the very term ‘natural capital’ is very likely to mislead. The term also fits more comfortably within an environmental economics that grows out of neoclassical theories than with genuinely ecological economics: An ecological economics should try to understand the full role of energy, the full importance and variety of necessary sources and sinks, in and to our economy.
It will/would however be enormously difficult to follow this path: to record the material throughput, rather than just the GDP ‘growth’, of the EU’s economies. This is the appropriate path if one assumes that the scientistic worldview needs to frame the debate. However, as the seminal work of Odum and Odum
 has demonstrated, attempting to measure energy flows through systems in order to provide for human needs with minimal disruption to natural systems is almost infinitely complex. The SPIn-ECO Project for the Province of Siena
 is undertaking a similar study throughout the territory made up of the city and its hinterland, including ecological footprint analysis, a greenhouse gas inventory, and post-Odum energy transfer analysis, enabling researchers to measure the qualitative change in energy as it is transformed from one form to another in processes in the ecosystem. This sort of work raises the question of whether the attempt to measure and to value natural systems, when undertaken with real scientific rigour, can ever repay the vast level of resources that need to be invested in it.
Ecological economics, in other words, must be (fully) sensitive to the non-aggregability of nature, and must not pretend to a commensurability that is not attainable even when the effort to commensurate is invested in and rigorously pursued. To attach actual prices – whether they are labelled as ‘shadows’ or not –to parts of nature, and simultaneously to seek to prevent substitution between nature and non-nature, is precisely to fail to understand what pricing is. The act of pricing itself values nature in terms of non-nature. So there is no meaningful ground upon which to attempt to price the whole of nature-and-non-nature (as Costanza does (as any environmental neoclassical theorist might dream of doing and as Watson et al have no ambition of doing) in order to be inter-substituting between nature and non-nature. 

Our view is that the very concept of ‘natural capital’ must be dissolved back into the endlessly subtle incommensurable world of ecosystems and their elements. Roughly, nature as a whole is of infinite value and various sub-components of it (those necessary for life, which are various) are also of infinite value. Infinities defy pricing and quantification just as they make mathematical calculations impossible – a point also made in the quotation from the National Research Council, above, in connection with the concept of the ‘willingness to accept’ the services nature provides. A true ecological economics nests the economy within the ecosystem and does not attempt to re-expand the economy back out to encompass the ecosystem. If one drags nature into economics and monetises it, then it is a forlorn hope – not to mention a logically fallacious strategy – to stop the inter-substitution of ‘natural capital’ and ‘capital’. If one agrees with what Watson and his colleagues argue, then there is no way of stopping the slippery slope to Costanza: And that slippery slope, as we have claimed, is disastrous – not least because the pricing of the whole planetary ecosystem suggests – madly – that someone with a big enough overdraft could legitimately buy the whole Earth.

4. SUMMING UP 
We are deeply concerned that the move to accepting the financial valuation of ecosystem services  embraces a dangerous brand of anthropocentrism that in fact stands opposed to ecocentrism. The very terminology betrays the real motivation of the project because the human-centred word ‘services’ (i.e. services to us) implies a relationship that Sian Sullivan has labelled ‘a new imperial ecology’.
 In addition, we would argue that the narrative of ‘ecosystem services’ delegitimises moves to value nature on other non-monetary or non-utilitarian grounds or in other manner. Once we have a relinquished the high ground of refusing to attach a numerical value to nature, the move to pricing is a relatively slight shift, and those who resist such a move are at risk of being labelled as sentimental. Finally, as we argued in Section 3 above, we believe that the conceptualisation of ecosystem services is logically incoherent and so vulnerable to attack on that basis. Rather than a truth-game involving a contribution to knowledge, the position involves a pernicious set of propagandistic linguistic manoeuvres performed by those who stand to gain from the reformulation. If the question of the value of nature ceases to be one of science and becomes one of power and money, then those who control the power to create money will have decisively increased their advantage in future debates.
       The best evidence suggests that valuing nature financially is, in the real world, a disaster.
 We are led to believe by the mainstream propaganda that valuing nature by marketizing it is the only game in town. As noted above, more and more NGOs and other environmental actors feel forced to speak in ‘ecosystem services’ terms, however uncomfortable they and their staffers feel about doing so.
 But is valuing nature in this way really the only game in town? The answer would seem to be: ‘Only if one is stuck in (the wrong) town’. The ‘game’ is one, moreover, in which the stakes we are playing for include the very survival of our civilisation (without intact natural ecosystems, we are nothing)
. The whole framework of the ‘game’ thus badly needs changing. And it would be a true game-changer for activists, NGOs, ecological economists, philosophers, etc., to reject the increasingly hegemonic project of price-tagging nature.

     At this point, we anticipate the response: ‘OK, but, even if you are right, then still, we need to have some way of communicating with hard-nosed businesspeople (and civil servants, and government ministers) about the value of the natural world, about why it should be important to them. Businesses (at least, limited liability corporations) aren’t allowed to consider anything but the financial bottom line. So you ought at least to allow ecosystem-services-talk to proceed, where it is most needed, even if you don’t really mean it’. There is a certain superficial pragmatic appeal in such a response. However, if collectively those committed to the protection of ecosystems follow this recommendation, and then find at some point further down the line that they don’t like what it leads to, the counter-response is highly likely to be unforgiving. We imagine it would proceed roughly as follows: (i) ‘Why did you call valuing nature “true-cost economics” if you didn’t mean it?’ (ii) ‘If your worry is that the numbers that we have applied to (some portion of) nature don’t express adequately its real, “inestimable”, “incommensurable” value, then worry not, for cultural value, spiritual amenity value, subjective value to people is already included in our numbers: everything has been priced / costed in’. (iii) ‘If you have some further notion which cannot be priced, then that’s very sweet, and bully for you, but, back in the real world, this is the price’.
 What all this amounts to is that the very idea of natural capital is likely to lead one up a (concreted-over) garden-path – ie up the wrong street entirely – especially if one believes that one can actually put a numerical value to it.
 
Those seeking to put a ‘price-tag on nature’ have let the language of ‘(natural) capital’ run away with them – or let its more pernicious entailments creep up on them unawares. Using ‘capital’ as one’s founding metaphor implicitly already figures nature as something to be placed under an economic system of measure. Biological resources become a kind of capital. One already ‘knows’ what ‘capital’ is: biological resources become a kind of that. They are placed essentially under the hegemony of anthropocentric, reductionist economics – and ultimately – this is precisely what is most disastrous about the rapid turn towards the concept and discourse of ‘ecosystem services’. ‘Ecosystem services’ approaches represent a prolongation of the hegemony of neo-classicism: They are a continuation of the very economics that has led our world over the brink of disaster.
5. 
THE SEARCH FOR OTHER FOUNDATIONS: ECOCIDE AND/OR ECOSYSTEM SERVICES  - 
So what is the alternative to putting a price on nature – and costing the earth? We propose to consider very briefly in this connection the new concept of ‘ecocide’.
The proposal for ecocide to be the fifth crime against peace was first made by Eckersley, who argued that the reckless destruction of ecosystems should be considered a ‘crime against nature’ labelled as ‘ecocide’.
 The proposal here is that non-human animals (and more besides) should be accorded a fundamental legitimacy and indeed that our international legal system might (and should) shift the balance away from anthropocentric, rationalist agency towards a deeper sense of humility and respect towards the natural systems on which we depend and of which we are part. Might an earth-‘rights’-based, ecocide-resistant narrative have something to offer in the face of what Eckersley has called ‘deeply entrenched international legal and political norms concerning state territorial rights’?


To link this question to our earlier critique of the concept of ‘ecosystem services’, we would suggest that to price those aspects of Nature that serve human economies is to give the powerful actors within those economies immense power.  The question of whether this power will be used to protect nature depends on the motivations of those actors and if the past is any predictor of the future there is little reason for hope that the protection of the natural world rests in this quarter. 

Is it then at least possible that making ecocide an international crime would offer an advance upon the existing situation: Is this a promising avenue?
  
Possibly so. What is certain in our view is that the need for a deep reframing is evident, and that ‘ecocide’ takes centre-stage in one such possible deep-reframing. It is apparent that a radical shift is necessary, and that payment for ecosystem services does not offer one. The growing support for a law against ecocide could point the way towards a more all-embracing juridical valuation of nature – and towards new forms – as it were, of ecological rights-subjectivity.
    What existing precedents are there for this deeply needed reframing of worldview and approach? Our work elsewhere
 seeks to point the way. We cannot address the question in detail here
 so we will simply point to one key example or set of examples – that of buen vivir, located in the emerging red-green societies of South America. This concept of buen vivir – which is of indigenous provenance  is roughly a collective well-being concept linked intimately to ‘rights’ for nature. We use the quotation marks advisedly here because ‘rights’-talk is only a crude shorthand for something much richer: Buen vivir points to the possibility of rights-talk finding homeomorphic correspondence with normative impulses fully responsive to the complexity and wonder of ecosystems and complex, collective human interrelationalities with the living world. What are being spoken of in Ecuador and Bolivia etc as ‘rights’ for nature do not function as traditional human rights do. Rather, what is emerging is a new way of thinking about, relating to, being a part of nature – a mode of being human very far removed from – and virtually antithetical – to the language and concept of ecosystem services. 
6 CONCLUSORY REFLECTIONS
A central argument made by those who would persuade the environmentally-minded to enter the territory of costing nature is that it is the only game in town, or at least the only game that policy-makers are likely to play. But this is a ‘game’ with the highest possible stakes – the very survival of civilisation – and thus it is vital that the rules of the ‘game’ have been carefully thought through. Our purpose has been to argue that this is unfortunately not the case – and that there is a fundamental inconsistency between holding a strong definition of sustainability (which green thinkers consider that the pre-eminence of nature requires) and accepting the intellectual fiction of ‘ecosystem services’. 
Far from accepting the ‘ecosystem services’ consensus, we suggest the need for ongoing debate and contestation. We suggest that this debate should be called ‘the natural capital controversy’ in order to make explicit its structural similarity to the ‘capital controversy’ that preoccupied economists a generation or two ago. Just as economists were forced to choose between (as we see it) the logically coherent position of the Cambridge School and the incoherence of the neoclassical position, so today environmentalists are – in our view – forced to choose between the homogenisation, commodification and marketisation of nature tout court and the position of protecting nature as a primary and incommensurable entity or system. This is a dichotomous choice. It presents no logically consistent option for those who would argue that they accept the market view as some sort of curate’s egg, which is only good in parts.
Finally, it is crucially important to be clear about what one means by valuation, commodification and pricing. Just as the ‘ecological footprint’ was a useful metaphor for bringing home to people the impact of their consumption on ecological systems, so the idea of ’ecosystem services’ could have been a useful metaphor for communicating the vast and essential value of the natural world to our economy. However, as Norgaard has argued, the ‘ecosystem services’ concept has broken its metaphorical bounds and is now exerting considerable agency amongst powerful decision-makers and is acting to block a clear view of the course of action required to resolve the ecological crisis that our economic activity has given rise to.
 In short, the slippery nature of this measure-cum-metaphor is being exploited by those who seek to use the desperation and naïveté of some environmentalists precisely to dismember and make available for sale the very natural world those same environmentalists seek to protect.
 
The related confusion amongst economists and policy-makers is not helped by the fact that many involved in the debate are operating well beyond their expertise. The refusal of many economists to take seriously the empirical realities of dangerous climate change and ‘planetary boundaries’, preferring to remain barricaded within their theories of the infinite substitutability of natural ‘resources’,
 has left the debate around the economics of the environment to those with experience in the hard sciences but little knowledge of the history of theories of economics. Watson and his colleagues are a case in point. While we pay tribute to their work for forcing this issue onto political agendas at the highest level, we would suggest that it is vital to allow space for scholars of economic and social systems and of the theory and practice of political and economic change to enter the debates. To all of these, and to economists in particular, we issue a heartfelt plea that they make such space-making a greater priority of their own research interests.
 
‘Costing’ nature is a very dangerous ‘game’. Metaphorically costing out nature may literally cost nature too much – and it may cost humanity itself nothing less than the Earth.
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