
 
https://doi.org/10.15551/pesd2020141013                                            PESD, VOL. 14, no. 1, 2020 

 

 

 

COUNTING FOR SUSTAINABILITY: THE RISKS OF CREATING 

A MARKET FOR THE ENVIRONMENT 
 

Alexandru-Ionuţ Petrişor1, Arina Alma Susa2, Liliana Elza Petrişor3 
 
 

Key words: Kikonda, Vale – Brazil, Malaysia, negotiable pollution permits, spatial 
sustainability, natural protected areas 
 
Abstract. Global sustainability is a 30 years old dream of humanity; it still appears 
to remain a goal, with little progress seen towards it. Local sustainability is 
challenged even more; first of all, there seems to be a competition among the two. 
Local actors have found ways to act under the umbrella of global sustainability in a 
local unsustainable manner. The article discusses several examples, including the 
issue of protected areas, the trading mechanisms and three international examples; 
all together they seem to pint out that sustainability remains an oxymoronic concept, 
with little chances of implementation; the choices between conservation and 
development or between economy and its socio-environmental impact are still to me 
made. 

 
 

1. Introduction 
 
Although in use for over 30 years, the concept of “sustainable development” is 

subject to criticisms related to its very essence (Georgescu-Roegen, 1991: 53; 
Latouche, 1994) or implementation (Bass, 2007). Most likely, its multifariousness is 
at the core of all issues; sustainability has many pillars and dimensions (Ungureanu et 
al., 2011; Petrişor and Petrişor, 2014; Petrişor, 2017a, b), covering all areas and 
sectors where development occurs; therefore, its aim to “achieve a balance” not only 
depends on a correct definition of equilibrium (Petrişor et al., 2016b), but also on the 
relationship between the goals of different hierarchical levels. Scholars have widely 
discussed the conceptual graduality of sustainability, either weak or strong (Dietz et 

al., 2007). It’s strength depends on policy choices (Hossu et al., 2019b) made in 
response to the tensions surrounding whether growth or resilience objectives should 
be promoted in order to shift our development trajectories towards greater 
sustainability (Quenault, 2016) on a territorial or sectoral level. On the other hand, 
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strong sustainability depends on the hypothesis of economic, social or ecological 
capital non substitutability (Beau, 2019). Finally, models of strong sustainability 
include the notion of natural heritage protection and transmission (MacDonald et al., 
1999). This transmission has to be strategically conceived through collective action in 
order to ensure the conservation of such a common good (Ostrom, 1990) and must 
under no circumstances be individualized and valued in monetary terms nor 
globalized and managed by the public sphere (Lefeuvre, 1990). Aside from 
identifying transmission of natural heritage as an indicator of strong sustainability, the 
present article is built on the premises that the practical implementation of 
sustainability involves the restoration of degraded ecosystems, assessing the impact of 
current activities and internalizing the social and environmental externalities, and 
preserving a part of the current biodiversity for the future generations (Stan, 2013; 
Boştenaru Dan et al., 2014; Petrişor and Petrişor, 2014). 

Starting from these premises, the present research aims to present several case 
studies, most inspired by the documentary movie “Banking nature” (Delestrac and 
Feydel, 2015), but also from the studies of the spatial or territorial dimension of 
sustainability (e.g., Turnpenny and Russel, 2017), aiming to support the hypothesis 
according to which creating a market for sustainability set the premises of distorting its 

goals and essence, especially when such uncommon instruments are used by private 
actors to commodify nature (Susa, 2018) and the economy is seen as maximizing the 
profits (Latouche, 1989). 

 
2. Conservation and sustainability 
 
It has been said that the conflict between conservation and development is not 

a real one; its solution seemed to be a re-interpretation of conservation, from the 
strict preservation of biodiversity, as defined by the Club of Rome (Meadows et al., 
1972) to maintaining it within the limits of the carrying capacity of ecosystems 
(Petrişor, 2011). However, little was achieved with respect to it. For instance, Rio 
texts subordinate the protection of nature to the requirements of development 
(Larrère and Larrère, 2015). These conflicts echo to a larger debate that animated 
the United States at the beginning of the 20th century on the best way to preserve 
nature (Meyer, 1997), manage it or engage into wilderness (Aplin 2002). It 
strongly influenced the vision of nature conservation prevailed ever since, i.e., a 
sustainable management of biodiversity, combining protection and economic 
exploitation (Larrère and Larrère, 2015). Therefore, many controversies on 
environmental justice result from such anthropocentric conservation practices 
(Sterba, 1994).  

One of the controversial issues relates to the potential benefits of conservation, 
including the debate whether conservation reduces poverty (Andam et al., 2010), or 
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induces it (de Sherbinin, 2008) and does not really aim to reduce it (Andam et al., 
2010). Other benefits include ecosystem services, tourism revenues, and an improved 
infrastructure (Andam et al., 2010). The roots of conflicts are identified with the socio-
economic and environmental objectives of conservation (Anthony and Szabo, 2011), or 
its temporal and spatial scale, including “borrowing” now from the future generations 
(Ohl et al., 2008; Romanescu, 2013) and the trade-off between the local and broader 
scales (Upton et al., 2008; Buhociu et al., 2013). The conflicts are more pregnant in 
developing countries or during economic crises (Petrişor et al., 2020) due to the lack of 
environmental awareness (Ianoş et al., 2009, 2012b; Dulamă et al., 2017). 

The most important causes of conflicts seem to be economic (Frys and 
Nienaber, 2011), in particular agricultural (Andam et al., 2010; Anthony and 
Szabo, 2011; Frys and Nienaber, 2011), and generate social ones (Iojă et al., 2010), 
but generally conflicts appear to focus on resources (Cernea and Schmidt-Soltau, 
2003; Ohl et al., 2008; Andam et al., 2010; Iojă et al., 2010; Anthony and Szabo, 
2011), especially land (Tudor et al., 2014). The conservation status limits the total 
number of possible uses (Chomitz et al., 2005); a key concept is the opportunity 
cost, which helps choosing the most cost-effective use (Norton-Griffiths and 
Southey, 1995). Such a postulate is based on the Malthusian logic that the common 
use of non-renewable resources inevitably leads to its destruction (Hardin, 1968). 

Even though certain communities of users have invented robust management 
systems on their own on a local scale (Ostrom, 1990), the governance of natural 
resources on a global scale is rooted in many causes of failure. Some causes include 
the reduction of ownership rights (Cernea and Schmidt-Soltau, 2003) or revenues 
(Ohl et al., 2008), ignored local cultural particularities (Singh et al., 2012), low 
accessibility (Andam et al., 2010), lack of funding (Iojă et al., 2010) or of planning 
and design (Hossu et al., 2020) and the pressure of tourism (Dolnicar, 2010; Stan et 

al., 2013; Romanescu and Stoleriu, 2014; Romanescu, 2016) due to the behavior of 
tourists (Pérez-Salom, 2001), including cultural differences (Wearing and Darcy, 
2011), erosion of the local traditions (Walpole and Goodwin, 2001), or an uneven 
return of benefits (Walpole and Goodwin, 2001). The socio-ecological impacts of 
global conservation projects are mainly oriented towards the accumulation of capital 
and the well-being of private or public owners (Kul et al., 2015). Such projects 
transform spaces and societies at the local level (McAfee, 1999); tourism attracts 
jobseekers (Pérez-Salom, 2001) and even immigration (Scholte and de Groot, 2010). 
But it is necessary to consider the carbon footprint of tourists traveling to see this 
ecotouristic place (Marzouki et al., 2012), and the dramatic environmental and 
cultural effects of this new industry (McClurg, 2002) including contamination linked 
to the construction and population of hotel sites (Honey, 2008), the air and soil 
quality affecting plant life in general and impacts on natural behavior of different 
species (Wood, 2002). There is a thin balance to be sought for, since the 
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development of infrastructure attracts tourists (Purice et al., 2013), but remoteness 
prevents massive tourism (Andam et al., 2010; Bănică and Camară, 2011). 

Conflicts take multiple forms, such as the direct ‘fight’ between humans and 
wildlife (Anthony and Szabo, 2011), move away (de Sherbinin, 2008) inducing 
depopulation, ageing, and unemployment (Vaishar et al., 2013), do not involve the 
management process (Walpole and Goodwin, 2001; Petre, 2012), oppose a top-down 
imposed conservation status (Anthony and Szabo, 2011), especially international 
(Nelson and Vertinsky, 2005) or simply ignore it through poaching and harvesting 
(Iojă et al., 2010). The conflicts are a more prominent issue in biosphere reserves, seen 
as sustainability learning sites (Stan et al., 2014; Petrişor, 2010, 2016a; Petrişor et al., 
2016a).  

 
3. Trading the environment 
 
These conflicts are partly due to the westernization of ecological knowledge based 

on the duality of nature and culture (Descola 2005) and the rejection of all other forms 
of ecological knowledge (Berkes, 1993, 2000) to build sustainable nature conservation. 
Such conflicts end similarly; while the locals are treated as invaders and illegal 
occupants of the protected areas, the profits generated by the tourism industry go back 
into the hands of private companies or public services (Ojeda, 2012); conservation 
becomes a pretext to allow coercive and capitalist resource accumulation in order to 
allow diverse trading forms of natural resources (Urteaga-Crovetto, 2016). 

 
3.1. Territorial trading 
The presentation of the debates concerning natural protected areas placed at its 

core the land conflicts. The territorial perspective can be discussed further when 
resources come into their place. Natural resource protection must be sustainable in 
order to provide economic growth and reduce poverty on a local and global scale, 
especially in the current context of climate change (Sachs, 2005). By bringing 
sustainable development and climate change together (Munasinghe et al., 2005) 
through the identification of socio-ecological vulnerability patterns and trajectories 
based on the study and analysis of natural protected areas (Spiegelberger et al., 
2018) different frameworks for territorial resilience emerged (Carter et al. 2007) to 
enhance the adaptation of vulnerable local systems (Birkmann, 2013). But a 
territory can develop sustainably by not using its own resources; instead, the 
resources of another area are deployed. This is similar to the temporal perspective; 
the footprint measures the development of current generations “borrowing” from 
the next ones (Ianoş et al., 2012a; Petrişor, 2016), which raises concerns for 
intergenerational ethics (Kemfert and Tol, 2002) and questions on the efforts made 
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to socio-ecological resilience in a context of climate change and which out of 
natural, economical or social capital is being sustained (Redclift, 2005). 

There are three approaches; Pearce et al. (1989) introduce the concepts of 
“imported” and, respectively, “exported sustainability”, in order to show that 
development can become sustainable within a given area at the expense of external 
(e.g., exotic products) or adjacent areas, including resources and waste. Nijkamp et 

al. (1992) propose two conditions for sustainability: the long term perspective and 
no conflicts with the higher hierarchical sustainability; they induce the concept of 
“territorial sacrifice”. The third contribution, developed by Martinez-Alier (1993, 
2002) is built around the “environmental debts”; the core idea is that the 
environmental price of products sold by poorer countries is unfair, and can be 
adjusted if the rich countries pay their environmental debts. Petre (2016, 2018) 
resumes the theories, showing a transition from ‘inequalities’ or ‘disparities’ to 
transfers, similar to the economic theories developed by Perroux (1964, 1981) and 
Myrdal (1957), and proposes a distinction between the sustainable development of 
a territory and the sustainable development within a territory. 

 
3.2. Trading biodiversity 
Natural resources are complex and hard to define, value, and measure (Winter et 

al., 2004). They are also hardly managed since they respond to different property 
regimes (Schlager et al., 1992) and may be handled by multi-scalar actors (Hossu et 

al., 2017, 2018, 2019a). Thus many analytical typologies and definitions describe 
the many natural resource management programs that exist (Emtage, 2007) to 
preserve biodiversity, which can be considered as a resource itself (Larrère and 
Larrère, 2015). If the access to the resource is characterized by both non-exclusion 
and rivalry in its use, the potential of resource degradation lies in its overexploitation 
leading to conflict (Adams, 2003); then, the resource will be referred to as Common 
Pool Resource (Ostrom, 1990). On the other hand, if the access to the resource is 
non-exclusive and non-rival, but the potential for degradation lies in a negative 
externality of human activity, we would speak of Global Public Goods (Vugt et al., 
1999). In both cases, economic orthodoxy invites us to internalize these externalities 
through the theory of property rights (Desmetz, 1967). However, the modalities of 
internalization and the nature of the degradation suffered by these common pool 
resources or global public goods are different - and so are the preservation strategy 
and tools used to preserve them.  

Biobanking has emerged as a complex science bringing together multiple 
biological, social science, and legislative disciplines in an attempt to preserve high 
quality and well-annotated biospecimens (Abayomi et al., 2013); its recent focus 
seems to be oriented to the medical field. The concept is based on the US ‘Mitigation 
Banking’ scheme established under the Clean Waters Act of 1970 and the Californian 
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‘Conservation Banking Program’ established under the Federal Endangered Species 
Act of 1973, and several state Acts (Smith et al., 2006). However, its applications also 
extend to the conservation of biodiversity (Burgin, 2008), as the schemes are based on 
granting a money value to the provision of a habitat for biodiversity (Williams, 2012), 
but also in investments (Lambooy and Levashova, 2011), resulting in its 
commodification, sale, and trading by habitat credits or certificates (Maris, 2014; 
Susa, 2018). Biobanking was well received by the industry, able to demonstrate its 
credibility (Burgin, 2008). Its shortcomings relate to the territorial trade-off: areas to 
be used for biobanking versus areas where development is permitted, but also to the 
approach used to give a (monetary) value to biodiversity (Burgin, 2008).  

 
3.3. Trading the degradation of the environment 
Different (particularly American) authors have advocated for trading the green 

house gases emissions internationally, entitling private entities from different 
countries to trade them directly across the national borders (Woerdman, 2000). 
Similar instruments, including marketable licenses and permits or subsidies, targets 
or quotas, taxes, expenditures or subsidies, were created for pollution, as incentives 
to polluters to choose their own means of pollution control, without replacing the 
existing regulations (Holzinger et al., 2006), in an attempt to internalize the 
externalities (Piciu, 2011). The process is complicated by the different operation of 
the permit allocation (e.g., by the governments, privately etc.) (Woerdman, 2000). 

Trading and market-based instruments are frequently used nowadays in the 
framework of environmental regulation and protection (Gayer et al., 2006), but are 
both ecologically and philosophically limited (Susa, 2018). The process of 
transforming a good or service into a commodity follows three stages: reduction, 
appropriation and substitution of the object of exchange (Boisvert et al., 2013). But 
ecosystems are too complex and interdependent to be reduced to a single function 
(Maris, 2014) and thus can’t be reduced, appropriated nor substituted without 
damaging them directly or indirectly (Boisvert et al., 2013). Assigning a market 
value only to specific goods in a growing process of environmental deterioration 
and destruction ultimately leads to a hierarchical and market oriented approach of 
conservation (Dunlap, 2014).  

 
4. International examples 

 
Under the guise of meeting objectives such as biodiversity conservation, carbon 

sequestration, protection of ecosystem services, ecotourism, or compensation 
(Fairhead et al 2012), private and public organizations can be held responsible for 
green land grabbing leading to commodification of nature (Hall, 2013). The 
environmental protection mechanisms - currently deployed in the name of 
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sustainable development - create socio-environmental and ethical problems; it is 
usual that the appropriation of land and resources for environmental purposes is 
eventually used for commercial purposes (Cousins, 2009). Thus certain 
infrastructures or instruments for natural conservation can expose biodiversity and 
local populations to new risks (Ojeda, 2012). For instance, top-down forest resource 
management has put a lot of socio-ecosystemic pressure on local economies based on 
forestal activities (Kopnina, 2017). The three following case studies we present 
testify of the multifaceted risks of mass commodification of forests through 
exploitation; reforestation and top-down compensation.  

 
4.1. The race for palm oil production 
The increasing demand for palm oil from the food industry and energy sector 

(Lam et al., 2009) resulted into expanding the palm oil cultures in Sabah, Borneo, 
Malaysia over spaces covered by the tropical forest (Turner, 2008), endangering 
the tropical forests and species such as the orangutan (Koh and Wilcove, 2007), 
affecting other species (Turner and Foster, 2009) and reducing the overall 
biodiversity (Turner, 2008), fragmenting the ecosystems and determining the 
isolation of biological populations, edge effects, loss of biodiversity and the 
weakening of natural ecosystems (Koh and Wilcove, 2008; Wicke et al., 2011). 
The extent of the conversion is pointed out by the following figures: from 55,000 
ha in 1960 to 3.5 million hectares by 2001, covering 60% of the agricultural land in 
the country (Teoh, 2002), turning Malaysia into the largest palm oil producer 
worldwide (Basiron, 2007).  

 
4.2. Loosing the Amazonian forest for Eucalyptus 
The Brazil based multinational company Vale was involved in massif cuts of the 

Amazon forests; the social conditions for its workers were sacrificed at the expense of 
developing huge mining projects (Kröger, 2012a, b). In compensation, the deforested 
areas were planted by dispossession with monocultures of Eucalyptus (Kröger, 2012a, 
b; Fernandes et al., 2016), original from Australia, which affect the water saturation of 
soil (Fernandes et al., 2016), inhibit the growth of other species (Zhang and Fu, 2009), 
but also dry out the rivers and affect the living conditions of local people (Gerber et al., 
2009). 

 
4.3. Compensating for the lost forests at the expense of social sustainability 
The company Global Woods, in order to sell carbon credits, planted pine trees 

in a humid savanna area of Kikonda, Uganda, leased by the government after turning 
it into a protected area, but used for large-scale farming by the indigenous people 
(Okeyo-Owuor et al., 2011) who claim its customary ownership (Nel, 2017), 
compromising smallholder food security and making farmers feel “tricked” and 
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“wronged” (Lee et al., 2016). The project was developed under the REDD+ – 
Reducing the Effects of Deforestation and Degradation, conservation and 
enhancement of forest carbon stocks, and sustainable management of forests – 
initiative of the United Nations Environmental Program, described as “a cutting edge 

forestry initiative that aims at tipping the economic balance in favor of sustainable 

management of forests [...] while also contributing to important reductions in 
greenhouse gas emissions” (Nel, 2017). 
 
 

5. Conclusions 
 
It is precisely the current industrial development model, based on 

commodification of nature (Liverman, 2004) and extractivism (Acosta, 2013) that 
has brought us into a brand new geological era called the Anthropocene (Crutzen 
2006). Due to the “Great Acceleration” of human activities, ecosystems and the 
biosphere have been permanently damaged (Steffen et al., 2011) consequently 
leading to both a climate and resource crisis. The concept of sustainability appeared 
at the peak of a crisis between economic development and its social and 
environmental consequences, aiming to reconcile them. However, the success was 
very little, and all the conflicting sides (development and conservation, development 
and its impacts) hold their positions. All these point out to the fact that sustainability 
is an oxymoronic concept, and the economic instruments used for its implementation 
distorted its focus, since they come from a single position instead of integrating all of 
them. This new paradigm for human and non human evolution calls for an eco-
modern shift in conservation practices to respond to climate change (Colloff et al., 
2016) but also a shift in framing alternatives to sustainability (Olsson et al., 2017) in 
order to build new socio-ecological robust and resilient models and question the very 
essence of development itself. 
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