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Abstract	
	
The	natural	capital	approach	(NCA)	has	 increasingly	become	mainstream	in	environmental	

governance.	 This	 approach	 involves	 highlighting	 the	 economic	 value	 of	 the	 natural	

environment	 in	 order	 to	make	 better	 informed	 decisions.	 Despite	 its	mainstreaming	 and	

growing	appeal,	critical	voices	endure.	These	critiques	frame	natural	capital	in	the	context	of	

global	neoliberalisation,	primarily	focusing	on	its	adverse	implications	for	the	Global	South.	

By	contrast,	this	thesis	examines	the	role	NCA	has	in	a	national,	developed,	Western	setting	

–	 where	 the	 issues	 created	 by	 global	 power	 imbalances	 and	 neo-colonialism	 are	 less	

pertinent.	The	UK	is	at	the	forefront	of	NCA,	with	its	25	Year	Environment	Plan	outlining	its	

ambition	to	embed	the	approach	into	environmental	decision-making.	This	thesis	adopts	a	

poststructural	approach	in	order	to	examine	the	underlying	assumptions,	constructions,	and	

moral	framework	of	the	UK’s	NCA.	It	constitutes	a	policy	analysis	that	employs	the	tools	of	

the	 ‘What’s	the	Problem	Represented	to	be?’	approach	to	three	distinct	sites	of	analysis	 -	

nature,	 instrumentation,	 and	 justice.	 Findings	 point	 to	 how	 NCA	 rests	 on	 a	 number	 of	

contingent	 assumptions,	 produces	 specific	 problematisations,	 subjects	 and	 objects,	 and	

ultimately	derives	from	a	presentism	ethic.	

	
	
Keywords:	natural	capital	,	environmental	governance	,	poststructural	policy	analysis	,	
deconstruction	,	environmental	justice	,	WPR	approach	
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Introduction	

	

Environmental	 degradation,	 biodiversity	 loss,	 and	 anthropogenic	 climate	 change	 have	

increasingly	 brought	 environmental	 concerns	 to	 the	 political	 fore.	 A	 growing	 trend	 in	

environmental	governance	is	the	adoption	of	a	natural	capital	approach	(NCA).	Natural	capital	

(NC)	 refers	 to	 the	 stock	 of	 natural	 assets	 and	 ecosystem	 services	 that	 provide	 value	 to	

humans.	 It	encompasses	 the	“ecosystems,	 species,	 freshwater,	 land,	minerals,	 the	air	and	

oceans,	as	well	as	natural	processes	and	functions”,	which	in	turn	produce	goods	and	services	

for	humans	(Helm,	2015:2).	Therefore,	NC	is	about	recognising	the	centrality	and	necessity	of	

a	healthy	environment	for	sustainable	economic	growth.	It	is	a	conceptual	tool	for	increasing	

awareness	of	the	interdependence	of	nature	and	people	that	can	be	incorporated	into	the	

operational	 procedures	 and	decision-making	processes	 both	 in	 the	public	 and	 the	private	

sector	(Guerry	et	al.,	2015:7349).		

	

Since	 the	 1990s,	 NC	 and	 concurrent	 concepts	 have	 been	mainstreamed	 into	 science	 and	

policy	 (Loft	et	al.,	2015:151).	These	concepts	have	found	their	way	 into	supranational	and	

national	policymaking	across	the	world	(Rall	et	al.,	2015:230).	The	global	reports	of	the	UN’s	

Millennium	 Ecosystem	 Assessment	 (MEA,	 2005)	 and	 The	 Economics	 of	 Ecosystems	 and	

Biodiversity	 (TEEB,	 2010)	 aim	 at	 incorporating	 NC	 into	 global	 and	 national	 accounting	

frameworks.	A	plethora	of	initiatives	has	followed	in	their	wake.	At	the	international	level,	

the	World	Bank	has	set	up	a	Wealth	Accounting	and	Valuation	of	Ecosystem	Services	initiative	

(WAVES,	2015)	and	the	UN	has	formulated	an	international	method	of	accounting	for	NC	in	

the	System	of	Environmental-Economic	Accounts	framework	(SEEA,	2012).	Several	countries	

have	also	developed	and	implemented	their	own	NC	accounting	systems,	including	the	UK,	

Australia,	 Canada,	 and	 Norway	 (Martinez-Oviedo	 &	 Medda,	 2018).	 A	 review	 of	 UK	 NC	

initiatives	 found	 over	 ten	 private	 organisations	 established	 with	 the	 express	 purpose	 of	

dealing	with	NC	in	providing	financial	advice,	risk	assessments	and	stakeholder	cooperation	

(Faccioli	&	Blackstock,	2017).	All	of	these	initiatives	and	organisations	take	NC	as	a	matter	of	

fact.	 In	 this	way,	 NC	 as	 an	 existing	 fact	 in	 the	world	 has	 been	 increasingly	 normalised	 in	

environmental	governance	(Sullivan,	2017).	
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NCA	found	its	footing	in	the	ecological	economics	movement	in	an	attempt	to	incorporate	

environmental	 constraints	 into	 economic	 thinking	 (Missemer,	 2018:90).	 Costanza	 and	 co-

authors,	in	their	seminal	article,	provided	the	first	valuation	of	the	world’s	NC.	They	estimated	

that	the	global	value	of	NC	was	an	average	of	$33	trillion	per	year	in	1995	USD	(Costanza	et	

al.,	 1997:259).	 Since	 then,	 the	 rate	 of	 academic	 articles	 discussing	 NC	 has	 increased	

dramatically,	especially	in	recent	years,	as	figure	1	demonstrates.	This	research	takes	place	

within	and	across	many	disciplines,	including	ecology,	biology,	geology,	economics,	business	

management,	sociology,	political	science,	and	international	relations.	Naturally,	the	content	

and	research	focus	of	these	works	is	equally	diverse.	Research	on	NC	includes	estimates	of	

NC’s	 global	 economic	 value	 (Costanza	 et	 al.,	 1997;	 Costanza	 et	 al.,	 2014);	 developing	

accounting	methods	(Wackernagel	et	al.,	1999)	and	tools	for	mapping	NC	supply	and	demand	

(Burkhard	 et	 al.,	 2012);	 forecasting	 ecological	 change	 (Clark	 et	 al.,	 2001);	 the	 political	

ecological	metabolism	of	urban	environments	(Rees	&	Wackernagel,	1996),	cities’	relations	

to	global	energy	and	material	flows	(Rees,	1992)	and	methods	of	classifying	and	valuing	urban	

NC	(Gómez-Baggethun	&	Barton,	2013);	incorporating	NC	into	decision-making	(Daily	et	al.,	

2009;	Daily	&	Matson,	2008)	and	helping	to	identify	priorities	for	policy	(Ekins	et	al.,	2003);	

and	in	comparing	NC	to	other	capital	forms,	either	critically	by	considering	weak	versus	strong	

sustainability	and	the	fungibility	between	capital	forms	(such	as	Costanza	&	Daly,	1992;	and	

Neumayer,	2013)	or	by	 implicitly	assuming	commensurability	(such	as	Gylfason,	2001;	and	

Pretty,	2008).	

The	majority	of	these	articles	take	for	granted	NC	“as	a	noun	indicating	a	fact	that	exists	in	

the	world”	(Sullivan,	2017:65).	Out	of	the	top	twenty	most	cited	articles1	discussing	NC,	only	

one	(McAfee,	1999)	explicitly	problematizes	the	concept.	

Despite	 its	 mainstreaming	 in	 environmental	 governance	 initiatives	 and	 its	 hegemonic	

scholastic	acceptance,	critical	voices	persevere	 in	both	the	public	sphere	and	 in	academia.	

George	 Monbiot,	 political	 columnist	 for	 the	 Guardian	 and	 environmental	 activist,	 for	

example,	is	a	vocal	opponent	to	the	UK	government’s	nascent	NCA,	describing	it	as	“morally	

wrong,	 intellectually	 vacuous,	 emotionally	 alienating	 and	 self-defeating”	 (Monbiot,	 2018).	

Proponents	 of	 NC	 in	 the	 UK	 simply	 state	 that	 Monbiot’s	 criticism	 stems	 from	 a	

misunderstanding	of	the	concept	(Helm,	2015b),	but	his	criticism	of	the	monetary	pricing	of	

																																																								
1	On	a	Scopus	search	for	“natural	capital”	in	Title,	Abstract,	or	Keywords	[on	19/7/19]	
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NC	 is	 supported	 by	 renowned	 ecological	 economist,	 Herman	 Daly,	 who	 nonetheless	 is	

generally	supportive	of	the	NC	concept	(Daly,	2014).	

In	 academia,	 those	 critical	 of	 NC	 can	 broadly	 be	 described	 as	 drawing	 from	 the	 political	

ecology	tradition	-	an	interdisciplinary	field	concerned	with	the	intersection	between	society	

and	 nature.	 In	 her	 seminal	 text	 (and	 the	 only	 one	 of	 the	 twenty	most	 cited	 articles	 that	

problematised	NC),	Kathleen	McAfee	 (1999)	coins	green	developmentalism	 to	 refer	 to	 the	

new,	neoliberal	approach	to	conservation	pursued	by	international	bodies,	governments,	and	

leading	 environmental	 organisations.	 She	 notes	 how	 this	 approach	 recasts	 the	

environmentalist	account	of	industrialisation’s	destruction	of	nature	to	that	of	policy	failures	

correctable	by	 the	market.	These	market	 solutions	are	precluded	on	 the	privatisation	and	

commodification	of	nature	(ibid.:135).	This	approach	rests	on	the	know-use-save	principle:	

the	view	that	privatising	and	pricing	nature	is	the	key	to	protecting	it	(Toly,	2004).	In	order	to	

protect	biodiversity,	it	has	to	provide	and	demonstrate	utility	to	the	capital	economy,	which	

requires	 its	 translation	 into	 a	 form	 recognisable	 by	 the	 market.	 As	 such,	 through	 its	

commodification,	nature	has	“the	opportunity	to	earn	its	right	to	survive	in	a	world	market	

economy”	(McAfee,	1999:134).	

Following	McAfee’s	insights,	much	of	the	critical	scholarship	sees	NC	as	part	of	a	wider	trend	

of	neoliberalisation	in	global	environmental	governance.	NCAs	have	been	regarded	as	“part	

of	 a	 widespread	 trend	 toward	 neoliberalization	 within	 conservation	 governance	 evident	

Figure	1.	Scopus	search	results	for	articles	containing	“natural	capital”	in	Title,	
Abstract,	or	Keywords	[data	retrieved	19/7/19]	
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throughout	the	world”	(Fletcher	et	al.,	2018:2),	as	part	of	a	“regime	of	green	neoliberalism2”	

(Wilshulsen,	 2014:134),	 as	 economic	 metaphor	 representing	 “the	 further	 incursion	 of	

neoliberalism	 into	 environmental	 policy”	 (Coffey,	 2016:219),	 and	 as	 evidence	 of	

environmentalisms’s	 co-option	 by	 processes	 of	 neoliberalism	 “aligning	 it	 with	 projects	 of	

capital	accumulation”	(MacDonald	&	Corson,	2012:161).	Here,	neoliberalism	is	understood	as	

“a	 complex	 and	 multifaceted	 trend	 characterized	 largely	 by	 the	 rise	 of	 practices	 and	

discourses	 of	 financialisation,	 marketization,	 privatization,	 commodification,	 and	

decentralisation	within	conservation	governance”	(Holmes	&	Cavanagh,	2016:199).	Central	

to	this	are	market-based	instruments,	of	which	NC	is	a	part,	such	as	payments	for	ecosystem	

services,	private-public	partnerships,	carbon	trading,	biodiversity	offsetting,	ecotourism	and	

green	consumerism	(Büscher	et	al.,	2014:3).	

	

From	an	environmental	anthropologist’s	perspective,	similarly	framing	NC	in	the	context	of	

“the	hegemony	of	global	neoliberal	ideology”	(Sullivan,	2014:31),	Sian	Sullivan	is	concerned	

that	 “diversities	 are	 lost	 in	 the	world-making	mission	 to	 fashion	 and	 fabricate	 the	 entire	

planet	 as	 an	 abstracted	 plane	 of	 (ac)countable,	monetizable	 and	 potentially	 substitutable	

natural	capital”	(2017b:398).	This	perspective	is	informed	by	Sullivan’s	insights	from	working	

in	the	context	of	 ‘incomplete’	modernisation	and	 industrialisation	 in	west	Namibia,	where	

surviving	 non-western	 ‘indigenous’	 cultures	 demonstrate	 alternative	 human	 non-human	

relationships	 and	 motivations	 for	 care	 outwith	 assumptions	 of	 individual	 self-interest	

(2017b:401).	As	Sullivan	explains,	

	

“It	is	not	romantic	to	assert	that	long-term	consumption	and	other	engagements	with	natures	in	

these	contexts	have	often	been	effectively	guided	by	direct	 relationship	and	 tending	practices	

under	 common	 property	 management	 arrangements,	 without	 recourse	 to	 measurement	 or	

numerical	abstraction”	(ibid.).	

	

																																																								
2	Also	known	as	green	developmentalism	(McAfee),	market	environmentalism	(Castree,	
2008),	neoliberal	nature	(Neimark,	2012),	post-modern	ecological	capitalism	(Castree,	2003),	
the	green	economy	(Fletcher	et	al.,	2018)	or	simply	sustainable	development	(Escobar,	
1998).	
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Environmental	movements	have	often	been	accused	of	neo-Luddism	due	to	their	emphasis	

on	 or	 inspiration	 from	 pre-industrial	 or	 non-western	 ways	 of	 living.	 Indeed,	 in	 his	 book	

advocating	NC,	Dieter	Helm	makes	 such	an	accusation	 (2015:3),	 later	 calling	advocates	of	

strong	 sustainability	 fundamentalists	 (ibid.:49).	 Bruno	 Latour	 warns	 of	 the	 misuses	 of	

anthropology	 in	environmentalism,	especially	with	regards	to	the	category	and	concept	of	

nature.	 Such	 a	 unifying	 and	 heterogeneous	 concept	 simply	 does	 not	 exist	 in	 many	 non-

western	 cultures.	 As	 a	 result,	 Latour	 regards	 deep	 ecology	 as	 shallow	 anthropology.	

Nonetheless,	he	goes	on	to	explain,	

	

“If	 comparative	 anthropology	 is	 indispensable,	 it	 is	 thus	 not	 because	 it	 offers	 a	 reservoir	 of	

exoticism	thanks	to	which	whites	might	succeed	in	exiting	from	the	uniquely	secular	and	material	

conception	of	the	objects	of	nature,	but,	on	the	contrary,	because	it	makes	it	possible	to	extricate	

Westerners	from	exoticism	they	have	imposed	on	themselves	[his	emphasis]”	(2004:43)	

	

Thus,	the	role	of	comparative	anthropology	in	environmentalism	is	one	of	hyper-reflexivity	

with	the	ultimate	aim	of	anthropologising	the	self.	With	this	in	mind,	it	is	clear	that	Sullivan’s	

work	cannot	be	fairly	accused	of	neo-Luddism	or	of	anthropological	exoticism,	but	is	better	

understood	as	a	comparative	anthropological	approach	which	brings	into	question	some	of	

the	 assumptions	 of	 NCA	 by	 highlighting	 their	 contingency	 and	 particularity	 through	 its	

comparison	with	non-western	approaches	to	the	environment.	The	benefit	of	this	approach	

is	that	it	is	capable	of	highlighting	and	questioning	the	assumptions	of	NCA.	The	difficulty	of	

an	analysis	of	a	contemporary,	hegemonic	discourse	lies	 in	our	proximity	to	the	paradigm.	

Just	as	we	fail	to	appreciate	the	taste	of	our	own	tongues,	it	is	easy	to	take	for	granted	or	fail	

to	fully	comprehend	the	underlying	principles	of	NC.	Sullivan	overcomes	this	by	comparing	

NC	 to	 alternative	 ontologies	 outside	Western	 ways	 of	 thinking.	 Inevitably,	 this	 approach	

warns	against	the	neoliberalisation	of	nature	and	the	colonial	imposition	of	the	hierarchy	of	

values	inherent	in	NCA,	concluding	that	NC	has	the	potential	to	crowd	out	these	alternative	

ways	of	seeing	and	living.	
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Research	problem	
	

As	 neoliberalism’s	 raisons	 d’être	 is	 the	 expansion	 and	 intensification	 of	 global	 capitalism	

(Harvey,	2005),	it	is	little	surprise	that	these	critiques	frequently	focus	their	analysis	of	NCA	

on	cases	of	its	application	in	the	global	South.	NC	initiatives	are	often	introduced	in	the	global	

South,	which	has	remaining	high	levels	of	‘standing	natural	capital’	(Sullivan,	2017b:413)	in	

“frontier	areas	harbouring	rural,	resource-dependent	populations”	(Fletcher	et	al.,	2018:2).	

With	this	in	mind,	research	critical	of	NC	generally	draws	its	conclusions	with	an	eye	to	the	

global.	 The	 political	 ecology	 approach	 often	 employs	 scales	 of	 analysis,	 starting	 from	

explanations	of	global	features	and	working	down	to	specific	cases	and	unit-level	analysis.	In	

this	 way,	 it	 is	 a	mode	 of	 explanation	 that	 examines	 variables	 of	 scale	 nested	within	 one	

another,	with	local	events	influenced	by	regional	policies,	which	in	turn	are	directed	by	global	

politics	and	economics	(Robbins,	2012:20).	Critical	approaches	to	NC	are	no	exception.	The	

body	of	work	that	describes	NC	as	a	neoliberal	process,	outlined	above,	comes	to	emphasise	

the	North/South	divide,	such	as	through	the	displacement	of	knowledge	and	value	practices	

of	diverse	peoples	(Büscher	et	al.,	2012:23),	examples	of	“accumulation	by	dispossession	that	

emerge	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 privatization,	 commodification	 and	 marketization”	 (Wilshusen,	

2014:152),	 or	 by	 NC	 “sustaining	 capitalist	 trajectories	 that	 entrench	 highly	 inequitable	

relationships	(Sullivan,	2017b:415).	A	study	of	NGO-led	NC	initiatives	in	the	Philippines	and	

Indonesia	 highlights	 NC’s	 capacity	 to	 exacerbate	 economic	 and	 political	 inequality.	 These	

initiatives	 in	Southeast	Asia	not	only	had	the	contradictory	effect	of	 increasing	extractivist	

activity,	 but	 also	 frequently	 resulted	 in	 the	 prohibition	 of	 local	 practices	 and	 livelihood	

strategies	 engaged	 in	 for	 centuries,	 where	 local	 community	members	were	 given	 future-

oriented	promises	that	rarely	come	to	fruition	(Fletcher	et	al.,	2018).	

	

These	critiques	of	NC	and	warnings	of	its	contradictory	outcomes	have	an	eye	to	the	global	

as	a	result	of	their	neoliberal	framing	and	the	many	sites	of	NC	initiatives	in	the	global	South.	

By	contrast,	this	thesis	wants	to	focus	on	NC	in	the	context	of	a	Western,	developed	state	in	

order	 to	 contribute	 further	 to	 the	 critical	 understanding	 of	 NC.	 Critical	 approaches	 have	

tended	to	offer	critiques	from	a	global	perspective,	such	as	in	relation	to	global	financial	and	

power	imbalances	and	the	silencing	of	subaltern	knowledge,	value	systems	and	approaches	

to	 the	 natural	 environment.	 This	 is	 done	 by	 recognising	 today’s	 global	 processes	 of	
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neoliberalisation.	Instead,	my	aim	is	to	approach	NC	by	its	own	reckoning,	or,	less	ambitiously,	

instead	 of	 Sullivan’s	 frequent	 reliance	 on	 cultural	 comparison,	 I	 want	 to	 describe	 NC	 in	

relation	 to	 “historic	 mutations	 in	 ways	 of	 thinking	 within	 European	 societies”	 (Castree,	

2013:23).	Instead	of	problematizing	NCA	in	relation	to	global	neoliberalism,	I	want	to	unpick	

its	underlying	social	theorisations	and	moral	framework	in	order	to	understand	its	effects	in	

a	developed,	Western	state.	I	want	to	see	what	problems	remain,	and	what	new	issues	arise,	

when	NCA	is	removed	from	the	context	of	global	neoliberalism	that	provides	the	frame	for	

contemporary	critical	research.	

The	 UK	 has	 been	 selected	 as	 the	 case	 study	 for	 this	 thesis.	 This	 selection	 rests	 on	 the	

assumption	that	the	UK,	as	a	relatively	wealthy,	European	state,	is	less	plagued	by	the	neo-

colonial	or	international	concerns	emphasised	by	NCA’s	critics	and	is	more	accustomed	to	the	

commodification	 of	 society	 generally,	 and	 is	 therefore	 presumably	 its	 most	 amenable	

context.	 It	 is	hoped	that	 focusing	the	analytical	gaze	on	such	a	context	will	add	additional	

insights	to	those	noted	in	critical	research	that	takes	the	global	scale	or	local	sites	in	the	South	

as	the	principal	sites	of	analysis.	Economic	communities	in	the	UK	have	accepted	and	adopted	

the	NC	concept,	as	have	four	major	UK	ecological	science	organisations	(Anderson,	2018:2).	

The	UK	claims	to	be	at	the	forefront	of	NCA	and	has	established	the	first	independent	advisory	

body	to	government	on	the	subject	of	NC	management.	The	government’s	latest	statement	

of	environmental	policy,	outlining	 its	25-year	environmental	plan,	adopts	NC	as	 its	central	

approach.	Together,	this	suggests	that	the	UK	provides	a	rich	and	leading	case	study	of	NC	

becoming	 an	 embedded	 approach,	 and	 has	 therefore	 been	 selected	 for	 the	 subsequent	

analysis.	

	

Research	objective	
	

The	aim	of	this	thesis	is	to	offer	a	critique	of	the	UK’s	NCA	in	order	to	reveal	its	ontological	

underpinnings,	 constructions,	 and	 moral	 framework.	 Critique	 here	 is	 employed	 in	 its	

poststructuralist	meaning.	As	Foucault	explains,	“A	critique	does	not	consist	 in	saying	that	

things	aren’t	good	the	way	they	are.	 It	consists	 in	seeing	on	what	type	of	assumptions,	of	

familiar	 notions,	 of	 established,	 unexamined	ways	 of	 thinking	 the	 accepted	 practices	 are	

based”	(1994:456).	In	this	way,	it	is	a	constructivist	approach	employed	to	uncover	the	taken-

for-granted	 beliefs	 of	 some	 paradigm	 by	 showing	 them	 to	 be	 socially	 constructed	 and	
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contingent	(Demeritt,	2002:769).	Thus,	the	objective	of	this	work	is	to	uncover	the	ontological	

assumptions,	 moral	 frameworks,	 and	 constructions	 that	 underlie	 NCA	 in	 light	 of	 its	

increasingly	normalised	status	in	environmental	governance.	

	

Structure	
	

The	 ensuing	 thesis	 is	 structured	 as	 follows.	 The	 next	 section	 outlines	 and	 motivates	 my	

approach,	method,	and	material	used	in	the	analysis.	This	is	followed	by	the	analysis	itself,	

which	is	split	into	three	sub-sections	representing	three	distinct	sites	of	analysis:	namely,	NC	

as	a	way	of	seeing	nature,	as	a	policy	instrument,	and	as	a	set	of	aspirations.	The	concluding	

section	will	place	findings	alongside	the	existing	critical	research,	and	suggest	potential	ways	

forward,	both	in	terms	of	research	into,	and	the	theory	and	practices	of,	NCA.	
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Approach,	method,	material	

Approach	&	Method	

	

Environmental	political	theory	has	grown	as	a	field	in	light	of	the	revelations	provided	by	the	

physical	 sciences	 of	 our	 embeddedness	 in	 the	 natural	 world.	 Growing	 environmental	

concerns	 oblige	 a	 close	 consideration	 of	 the	 relationships	 between	 ecology,	 economy,	

society,	 and	 concurrent	 notions,	 values	 and	 institutions.	 Contemporary	 work	 in	

environmental	political	theory	can	be	understood	to	be	driven	by	the	following	three	nexuses	

of	concern	(Meyer,	2006:780):	

	

1. the	question	and	meaning	of	nature.		

2. the	relationship	between	environmentalism	and	mainstream	political	concepts,	such	

as	liberal	democracy.		

3. the	gulf	between	theory	and	praxis.	

	

Together,	the	objective	of	“environmental	political	theory	oriented	in	this	manner	is	to	probe	

the	contours	and	ideas	of	the	present	for	their	ability	to	shape,	constrain,	limit,	and	enable	

effective	environmental	action	and	social	change”	(ibid.:781).	Thus,	these	three	nexuses	of	

concern	 are	well-suited	 to	 this	 thesis	 in	 its	 goal	 of	 providing	 a	 deconstruction	 of	 the	 NC	

approach.	 For	 this	 reason,	 the	 ensuing	 exploration	 of	 NC	 adopts	 an	 approach	 mirroring	

environmental	 political	 theory’s	 three	 nexuses	 of	 concern	 identified	 by	Meyer.	 The	 three	

nexuses	are	adapted	to	provide	three	sites	for	analysis	of	NCA.	

The	first	nexus	surrounds	the	meaning	of	nature.	Thus,	the	first	site	of	analysis	is	tasked	with	

answering	what	NC	 is	 as	 a	way	 of	 seeing	nature.	 This	 section	will	 look	 at	 the	 ontological	

underpinnings	of	NC,	specifically	with	regards	to	how	the	approach	conceptualises	nature.	

The	 second	 nexus,	 on	 the	 relationship	 between	 environmentalism	 and	 dominant	 political	

concepts,	provides	inspiration	for	the	second	site	aimed	at	exploring	how	NC	operates	as	an	

instrument	of	governance.	This	section	will	explore	the	role	of	NC	as	a	policy	instrument.	

The	 third	 nexus	 concerns	 the	 quest	 to	make	 environmental	 political	 theory	 relevant	 and	

accessible	to	a	broader	public.	This	is	perhaps	the	least	applicable	nexus	for	a	deconstruction	

of	NCA.	Nonetheless,	it	does	highlight	the	normative	or	evaluative	nature	of	political	theory	
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with	regards	to	issues	of	social	and	environmental	justice.	After	all,	aspiring	to	make	theory	

relevant	and	accessible	only	makes	sense	if	such	theory	is	considered,	in	whatever	way,	good.	

For	the	emancipatory	sciences	and	social	and	political	theory	especially,	this	brings	us	into	

the	axiological	realm.	Theories	are	derived	from	some	set	of	principles,	and	these	are	often	

evaluative	or	normative,	revealing	their	proponent’s	understanding	of	what	is	good,	bad,	or	

desirable	(List	&	Valentini,	2016:12).	If	NCA	is	some	social	theory	manifest,	it	therefore	rests	

on	a	set	of	normative	or	evaluative	principles.	The	third	site	of	analysis	is	concerned	with	this	

aspect	of	NC.	It	will	examine	the	approach’s	aspirations	through	the	concept	of	environmental	

justice	in	order	to	determine	its	underlying	moral	framework.	

	

To	summarise,	the	analysis	section	will	be	split	into	three	sites	of	inquiry	inspired	by	the	three	

nexuses	of	concern	in	environmental	political	theory.	With	some	adjustments,	these	three	

sites	can	be	constructed	as	the	quid,	quomodo,	and	qūr	of	the	loci	of	NC:	the	what,	how,	and	

why.	The	three	sites,	corresponding	to	the	three	ensuing	sections	of	this	thesis,	are	expressed	

in	the	following	questions:	

	

1. What	is	NC	as	a	way	of	seeing	nature?	

2. How	does	NC	operate	as	an	instrument	of	policy?	

3. Why	 is	 the	 NC	 approach	 being	 pursued?	 More	 specifically,	 what	 are	 its	 core	

objectives?	And	from	what	moral	framework	do	these	objectives	arise?	

	

Answering	 these	will	 necessarily	 involve	 placing	NC	 alongside	 concurrent	 theorisations	 of	

nature,	 policy	 instrumentation,	 and	 environmental	 justice,	 in	 each	 respective	 section.	 As	

these	 three	 sites	of	 analysis	 are	distinct,	 they	 require	distinct	 frameworks	of	 analysis.	 For	

heuristic	reasons,	these	will	be	outlined	at	the	outset	of	the	relevant	section.	Nonetheless,	

some	general	comments	on	the	method	being	used	throughout	can	be	made.	

	

The	discussion	above	already	points	to	the	poststructuralist	perspective	being	pursued	in	the	

ensuing	analysis.	 Its	 fundamental	 assumption	 is	 that	 “the	 realities	we	 live	are	 contingent,	

open	 to	 challenge	 and	 change”	 (Bacchi	 &	 Goodwin,	 2016:4).	 This	 assumption	 has	 some	

additional	corollaries	relevant	to	the	ensuing	exploration	of	NC.	It	rests	on	the	recognition	

that	any	discourse	takes	place	within	a	metaphysical	framework;	that	nature,	whilst	extant	
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and	physical	in	a	realist	sense,	is	also	socially	constructed;	that	these	constructs	or	concepts	

are	 the	 product	 of	 sociohistorical	 relations;	 and	 that	 they	 have	 material,	 enactive	 effect	

(Coates,	 1998:5).	 The	 same	 can	be	 said	 of	 policy.	 Policy	 is	 not	 a	 neutral,	 technical	 device	

employed	 to	 confront	 problems,	 but	 is	 involved	 in	 producing	 ‘problems’,	 alongside	 the	

production	 of	 ‘subjects’	 and	 ‘objects’,	 through	 a	 process	 of	 social	 theorisation	 (Bacchi	 &	

Goodwin,	2016:14).	Such	social	 theorisation	will	be	underlined	by	evaluative	or	normative	

principles	 (List	&	 Valentini,	 2016:11).	 Thus,	 policy	 or	 governmental	 practices	 are	 involved	

simultaneously	in	constructing	a	social	reality	and	in	providing	a	normative	judgement	or	a	

notion	of	 justice	that	 informs	the	problem’s	construction	and	 its	proposed	solution.	Policy	

therefore	produces	effects,	independent	of	its	stated	intentions.	

	

Fundamentally,	this	piece	is	reflecting	on	theories	and	concepts.	It	is	therefore	a	discourse	

analysis	in	the	Foucauldian	sense.	Where	discourse	analysis	can	refer	to	a	focus	on	rhetoric	

and	patterns	of	speech	(ibid.:35),	here	it	is	understood	with	regards	to	the	social	production	

of	 knowledge	 that	 establishes	 a	 given	 reality.	 The	 three	 sites,	 expressed	 in	 the	 questions	

outlined	above,	serve	to	frame	this	discourse	analysis	of	NC.	More	precisely,	the	analysis	will	

take	the	form	of	a	textual	analysis,	and	will	be	a	close	reading	of	the	selected	material	in	order	

to	 determine	NCA’s	 underlying	 assumptions,	 normative	 standpoints,	 and	 effects.	 This	will	

involve	a	close	reading	of	the	selected	texts	to	explicate	their	various	representations	via	the	

argumentations	they	present.	It	draws	on	the	analytic	tool	developed	by	Bacchi	&	Goodwin	

in	their	‘What’s	the	Problem	Represented	to	be?’	(WPR)	approach	to	policy	analysis	(2016:20).	

This	tool	can	be	expressed	in	a	series	of	questions:		

	

Q.1		What	is	the	problem	represented?	

Q.2		What	assumptions	underlie	it?	

Q.3		How	has	it	come	about?	

Q.4		What	effects	are	produced	by	it?	

Q.5		What	is	left	unproblematic	in	it?	

	

The	first	question	 involves	 identifying	the	problem	representation,	by	starting	from	stated	

‘solutions’	 to	 find	 their	 implicit	 problematisations.	 The	 second	 asks	 how	 a	 particular	

problematisation	is	possible	by	identifying	its	presuppositions	–	the	underlying	assumptions	
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needed	for	it	to	make	sense.	The	third	asks	how	the	problem	representation	has	come	to	be,	

specifically	with	regards	to	the	knowledges	 it	draws	on.	The	fourth	draws	attention	to	the	

enactive	 nature	 of	 problem	 representations	 by	 recognising	 discursive	 and	 subjectification	

effects,	such	as	how	a	problem	representation	produces	specific	kinds	of	subject	and	objects.	

The	 fifth	 invites	 us	 to	 ask	 where	 the	 silences	 are	 in	 order	 to	 destabilise	 the	 problem	

representation	and	highlight	its	contingency.	The	WPR	approach	will	be	used	in	the	three	sites	

of	analysis	in	order	to	produce	a	comprehensive	poststructural	analysis	of	the	UK’s	NCA.	

	

Material	

	

This	thesis	offers	an	analysis	of	political	discourse	instantiated	in	written	texts	published	by	

leading	agents	of	the	UK’s	NCA.	Bacchi	&	Goodwin	explain	how	the	material	best	suited	to	

this	kind	of	analysis	is	prescriptive	in	character	(2016:18),	where	the	text	can	be	understood	

as	a	form	of	proposal	or	a	guide	to	conduct.	This	is	because	these	forms	will,	in	their	proposed	

solutions,	 display	 a	 specific	 representation	 of	 a	 problem	 that	 reveals	 an	 implicit	 social	

theorisation.	 The	 texts	 selected	 for	 this	 analysis	 all	 adhere	 to	 this	 recommendation,	

encompassing	policy	proposals,	reports,	reviews,	and	guidance	documents.	These	texts	have	

been	selected	to	encompass	the	various	lead	organisations	and	agents	engaged	in	developing	

NCA	 in	 the	 UK.	 All	 bodies	 represented	 are	 part	 of	 or	 closely	 tied	 to	 the	 UK’s	 central	

government,	and	so	overlap	 in	perspectives	 is	expected.	Nonetheless,	differences	are	also	

anticipated	due	to	each	body’s	overall	objectives.	For	example,	some	of	the	literature	focuses	

on	developing	valuation	and	accounting	techniques,	others	target	a	wider	audience	to	outline	

the	current	government’s	environmental	aspirations,	whilst	 those	 in	an	advisory	 role	may	

offer	 criticism	 and	 alternative	 approaches	 within	 NCA.	 It	 is	 hoped	 that	 these	 reflect	 and	

encompass	the	various	aspects	of	the	UK’s	NCA	as	it	currently	stands.	

Throughout,	‘grey	literature’	refers	to	the	publications	outlined	below.	The	texts	selected	for	

analysis	are	as	follows:	

	

The	Natural	 Choice:	 securing	 the	 value	of	 nature	 [hereafter	 ‘the	White	Paper’]	 (Defra,	
2011)	
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This	document	is	a	policy	white	paper,	the	first	such	paper	published	for	the	environment	in	

over	twenty	years.	A	white	paper’s	aim	is	to	outline	the	government’s	proposals	for	future	

legislation.	As	the	first	of	its	kind	to	heavily	reference	NC,	it	can	be	regarded	as	the	genesis	of	

the	UK’s	NCA.	

	

A	Green	Future:	Our	25	Year	Plan	to	Improve	the	Environment	[hereafter	‘25YEP’]	(Defra,	
2018)	
	

As	its	name	suggests,	this	policy	paper	outlines	Defra’s	25-year	plan	for	the	environment.	In	

this	regard,	it	can	be	seen	as	the	2011	White	Paper’s	successor.	Comparison	of	the	two	may	

highlight	 the	 approach’s	 evolution	 as	 well	 as	 underlying	 commonalities.	 NC	 is	 a	 central	

concept	 throughout	 the	 document,	 presented	 as	 “our	 new	 approach	 to	 managing	 the	

environment”	(2018:15).		

	

The	Natural	Capital	Committee	(NCC)	was	established	 in	2012	as	an	 independent	advisory	

body	to	Government	as	a	result	of	the	White	Paper,	in	order	offer	advice	on	“how	to	ensure	

England’s	 ‘natural	 wealth’	 is	 managed	 efficiently	 and	 sustainably”	 (NCC,	 2015:i).	 As	 an	

independent	body,	it	is	hoped	that	its	publications	will	provide	alternatives	to	and	criticism	

of	 Government	 positions.	 It	 has	 been	 included	 in	 order	 to	 capture	 these	 variations,	

recognising	 that	 an	NCA	 has	 the	 potential	 to	 take	multitudinous	 forms.	 NCC	 publications	

included	in	the	analysis	have	been	selected	to	encompass	all	of	the	elements	of	NC	that	are	

of	interest	to	the	NCC,	such	as	methodologies,	fundamental	concepts,	and	principles.	These	

include	comprehensive	reports,	reviews,	notes,	and	workbooks,	and	are	as	follows:	

	

State	of	Natural	Capital	Annual	Report	2019	(NCC,	2019)	
Economic	 valuation	 and	 its	 applications	 in	 natural	 capital	 management	 and	 the	

Government’s	25	Year	Environment	Plan	(NCC,	2017).		
How	to	do	it:	a	natural	capital	workbook	(NCC,	2017).	
The	state	of	natural	capital:	protecting	and	improving	natural	capital	for	prosperity	and	

wellbeing	(NCC,	2015).		
	

Dieter	Helm	 is	Chair	of	 the	NCC.	Publishing	 in	 a	personal	 capacity	 and	 for	 a	wider,	public	

audience,	his	book	may	offer	more	elaborate	discussion	of	and	motivation	for	NCA	as	well	as	

confront	its	potential	critics.	
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Natural	Capital:	Valuing	the	Planet	(Helm,	2015)	
	

Although	established	by	Defra,	the	NCC	reports	directly	to	the	Treasury.	The	Green	Book	is	

the	 product	 of	 this	 collaboration,	which	 aims	 to	 bring	 the	NC	 approach	 into	 government	

appraisal	of	spending	options.	 In	this	way,	The	Green	Book	offers	 insight	 into	how	the	NC	

approach	is	to	be	applied	not	only	by	Defra,	but	across	all	government	departments.	

	

The	Green	Book:	Central	Government	Guidance	of	Appraisal	 and	Evaluation	 [hereafter	
‘the	Green	Book’]	(HM	Treasury,	2018)	

	

The	Office	for	National	Statistics	(ONS)	has	been	charged	by	Government	to	devise	the	UK’s	

NC	 accounts.	 This	 work	 is	 being	 pursued	 in	 partnership	 with	 Defra,	 and	 so	 overlap	 in	

perspectives	 is	 expected.	 Nonetheless,	 it	 is	 also	 expected	 to	 offer	 a	more	 economic	 and	

statistical	perspective	due	to	the	nature	of	 its	 task,	which	may	offer	additional	 insights.	 In	

developing	nationwide	NC	accounts,	it	can	also	be	regarded	as	an	example	of	the	NC	approach	

‘in	action’	and	a	process	of	knowledge	production,	providing	evidence	of	how	the	approach	

manifests	beyond	policy	proposals.	

	

UK	Natural	Capital:	interim	review	and	revised	2020	roadmap	(ONS,	2018)	
Principles	of	Natural	Capital	Accounting	(ONS,	2017)	

	

Limits	

	

These	 texts	 represent	 central	 government	 and	 affiliated	 bodies.	 This	 is	 because	 central	

government	is	the	lead	impetus	and	architect	of	NCA	in	the	UK,	and	thus	these	texts	present	

the	UK’s	NCA	in	its	‘ideal’	form.	The	first	limit	this	represents	it	that	the	ensuing	analysis	will	

fail	to	capture	how	NCA	interacts	with	other	approaches	and	policy	instruments.	For	example,	

the	25YEP	regards	NC	as	“just	one	tool	among	many	 in	the	formation	of	policy	but	a	very	

powerful	one”	(Defra,	2018:20).	Central	to	NCA	is	monetary	valuation.	In	principle,	this	does	

not	 necessarily	 exclude	 other	 value	 dimensions.	 However,	 “due	 to	 its	 tangibility	 and	

seemingly	easy	usability,	there	is	a	risk	that	it	will	exclude	other	value	dimensions	in	practice”	
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(Jax	et	al.,	2013:	264).	This	paper’s	focus	on	NCA	in	its	ideal	representation	will	fail	to	capture	

the	extent	of	this	risk.	

Relatedly,	a	focus	on	central	government’s	representation	of	NCA	overlooks	the	practice	of	

NCA	 at	 the	 local-level.	 The	 local-level	 has	 been	 omitted	 for	 practical	 reasons,	 primarily	

because	 the	 UK’s	 NCA	 remains	 embryonic.	Material	 necessary	 for	 a	 local-level	 study	 are	

wanting,	as	it	has	yet	to	be	implemented	or	adopted	by	local	or	regional	bodies	beyond	the	

stage	of	developing	regional	NC	accounts	and	some	local	asset	registers.	There	are	some	cases	

of	urban	planning	and	landscape	management	demonstrably	influenced	by	NCA.	For	example,	

Sheffield	 City	 Council	 employed	management	 consultant,	 Vivid	 Economics,	 to	 develop	NC	

accounts	of	the	city’s	parks	and	green	spaces	(Vivid	Economics,	2016:	2).	Nonetheless,	these	

cases	remain	dilute	and	sporadic,	at	the	early	stages	of	account	development,	and	show	no	

evidence	 of	 being	 routinely	 used	 or	 embedded	 in	 the	 decision-making	 processes	 of	 local	

government.	

Throughout,	 NCA	 has	 been	 developed	 in	 the	 UK	 under	 a	 Conservative	 government.	 This	

suggests	that	the	form	presented	here	may	be	NCA	in	one	of	 its	bluer	tinges,	while	other,	

perhaps	 more	 socially-oriented	 forms,	 exist.	 It	 is	 hoped	 that	 the	 inclusion	 of	 non-

governmental	bodies,	such	as	the	NCC	and	ONS,	capture	this	by	presenting	NCA	from	non-

government	perspectives.	
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PART	ONE.	NC	as	a	way	of	seeing	nature.	

	

Nature	manufactured	

	

“We	have	 not	made	 the	 natural	world	 but	we	have,	 in	 a	 sense,	 created	nature”	 (Coates,	

1998:5).	The	way	in	which	we	see,	describe	and	conceptualise	the	world	around	us	shapes	

how	we	relate	to,	interact	with	and	affect	it.	Such	observations	highlight	the	importance	in	

deciphering	the	nature	evoked	by	social	and	political	actors	in	their	interaction	with	the	non-

human	 world.	 Arturo	 Escobar	 notes	 how	 nature	 is	 “simultaneously	 real,	 collective,	 and	

discursive…and	 needs	 to	 be	 naturalized,	 sociologized,	 and	 deconstructed	 accordingly”	

(1999:2).		

This	section	is	concerned	with	how	NCA	fashions	and	deploys	the	concept	of	nature.	Central	

questions	to	be	addressed	are:	how	does	NCA	conceptualise	nature?	And	what	underlying	

assumptions	and	ontologies	are	at	play?	To	answer	these	questions,	an	attempt	will	be	made	

at	placing	NCA’s	conceptualisation	within	the	historical	context	of	the	idea	of	nature.	A	large	

part,	if	not	all,	of	Western	philosophy	has	been	the	philosophy	of	nature.	Naturally,	such	an	

extensive	 mapping	 of	 this	 history	 is	 beyond	 the	 purview	 of	 this	 paper.	 Instead,	 NC’s	

conceptualisation	of	nature	will	be	examined	within	the	context	of	environmental	governance	

and,	 as	 the	 ‘capital’	 of	 NC	 suggests,	 neoclassical	 and	 ecological	 economics.	 It	 thereby	

addresses	Q.2,	Q.3,	and	Q.4	of	WPR.	It	addresses	Q.2	by	looking	at	underlying	assumptions,	

specifically	the	ontology	of	nature.	Revealing	the	sources	of	inspiration	for	its	understanding	

of	 nature	 goes	 part	 way	 to	 answering	 Q.3	 in	 how	 NCA’s	 representations	 came	 about.	 A	

particular	nature	of	nature	is	not	only	a	presupposition	of	NCA,	but	can	also	be	considered	a	

discursive	effect,	answering	Q.4	in	uncovering	what	‘objects’	NCA	produces.	

	

In	his	influential	text,	Raymond	Williams	suggests	that	nature	 is	the	most	complex	word	in	

the	English	language	(2005:67).	Nature	expresses	our	complicated	and	ever-changing	vision	

of	 the	 world,	 ourselves,	 and	 our	 place	 in	 it.	 According	 to	Williams,	 nature	 is	 foremost	 a	

definition	 of	 some	 inherent	 quality	 or	 essence,	 which	 provides	 the	 foundation	 for	 our	

description	of	the	world	(ibid.:68).	This	complexity	allows	nature	or	natural	to	mean	a	wide	

array	of	conditions.	To	take	an	example	from	political	theory,	Hobbes	describes	the	state	of	
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nature	 as	 feral	 and	 brutish,	 where	 humans	 live	 in	 bellum	 omnium	 contra	 omnes.	 The	

quintessentially	Hobbesian	phrase,	homo	homini	lupus	est,	does	not	only	describe	the	violent	

nature	of	man,	but	further	presents	the	wolf	as	a	metonym	for	the	violence	constitutive	of	

nature.	 This	 view	 of	 nature	 contrasts	 directly	 with	 Locke’s	 understanding	 of	 the	 state	 of	

nature,	in	which	our	mutual	assistance	and	cooperation	are	organised	by	natural	qualities.	In	

both	instances,	nature	is	foremost	a	singular,	abstracted,	essential	quality	–	be	it	competitive	

or	cooperative	–	which	 in	 turn	provides	 the	 foundation	 for	our	description	of	 the	world	–	

whether	the	lifecycle	of	organisms	is	described	in	terms	of	the	survival	of	the	fittest	or	with	

an	eye	to	their	mutual	symbiosis,	respectively.	

In	this	part,	I	will	analyse	the	ontology	of	NC	through	its	two	components:	nature	and	capital.	

Thus,	the	first	task	is	to	reveal	which	natures	this	concept	refers	to	in	grey	literature.	Once	

this	has	been	established,	I	will	attempt	to	unravel	what	happens	when	these	natures	become	

capital-ised.		

	

The	natures	of	natural	capital	

	

Castree	develops	a	typology	of	nature	in	order	to	improve	our	understanding	of	this	complex	

idea	(2014:10).	Nature	has	 four	broad	categories	of	meaning:	universal,	external,	 intrinsic,	

and	 super-ordinate.	 Universal	 nature	 is	 the	 whole	 physical	 world,	 including	 humans	 as	

biological	entities.	This	category	 is	nature	 in	 its	original	Greek	meaning:	nature	defined	as	

everything	material	 that	 exists	 (Coates,	 1998:6).	External	 nature	 refers	 to	 the	non-human	

world,	often	those	parts	of	it	left	untouched	or	little	affected	by	humans.	The	third	category	

of	meaning	is	intrinsic	nature,	which	describes,	à	la	Williams,	an	essential	quality	or	defining	

property.	Finally,	super-ordinate	nature	denotes	a	governing	power	or	force,	such	as	gravity,	

DNA	or	the	laws	of	thermodynamics.	What	unites	these	meanings	is	that	nature	in	all	is	either	

the	absence	of	human	agency	or	is	what	remains	once	humans	have	altered	a	natural	process.	

Thus,	 constitutive	 of	 all	 natures	 is	 the	 human-nature	 dichotomy.	 This	 is	 an	 unavoidable	

feature,	inherent	in	the	word,	despite	whatever	else	it	may	evoke	(Descola,	2013).	

The	 four	categories	allow	us	 to	examine	meanings	 independently,	while	at	 the	same	time	

recognises	that	they	often	operate	in	unison.	For	example,	biodiversity	as	a	concept	speaks	

both	to	an	external	nature	–	where	biological	entities	are	recognised	as	part	of	a	complex	
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system	‘out	there’	–	and	to	an	intrinsic	nature	–	where	a	defining	character	or	essential	quality	

of	this	system	rests	in	its	diversity.	

	

To	 begin	 examining	 NC’s	 conceptualisation	 of	 nature,	 these	 categories	 will	 be	 used	 to	

understand	which	natures	NC	evokes.	Helm	provides	the	following	preliminary	definition	of	

NC:	

	

“elements	of	nature;	they	directly	or	indirectly	produce	value	to	people,	and	can	be	broken	down	

into	 ecosystems,	 species,	 freshwater,	 land,	 minerals,	 the	 air	 and	 oceans,	 as	 well	 as	 natural	

processes	and	functions”	(Helm,	2015:2)	

	

Defra,	the	NCC,	and	HM	Treasury	all	provide	very	similar	definitions	that	capture	the	same	

meaning	and	largely	employ	the	same	language	(Defra,	2018:19;	NCC,	2017:2;	HM	Treasury,	

2018:45).	Interestingly,	ONS	avoids	giving	a	definition	of	NC,	stating	that	there	is	no	widely	

agreed	definition	from	an	accountancy	perspective.	They	instead	opt	to	provide	a	definition	

of	 ‘environmental	 assets’	 as	 a	 starting	 point	 for	NC	 accounting.	Environmental	 assets	 are	

defined	as:		

	

“the	naturally	occurring	living	and	non-living	components	of	the	Earth,	together	constituting	the	

biophysical	environment,	which	may	provide	benefits	to	humanity”	(ONS,	2017:2).	

	

The	potential	 reason	for	ONS’s	sidestepping	the	 issue	of	defining	NC	may	derive	 from	the	

difficulties	arising	from	the	economic	category	of	capital.	After	all,	 they	use	natural	assets	

interchangeably	with	environmental	assets	 (ibid.:3).	This	will	be	expanded	and	explored	 in	

the	subsequent	section	on	nature-as-capital.	For	now,	it	is	worth	noting	that	throughout	ONS	

publications,	this	definition	of	environmental	assets	serves	as	proxy	for	an	explicit	definition	

of	 NC.	 It	 is	 also	 markedly	 similar	 to	 the	 other	 definitions	 of	 NC,	 both	 in	 terms	 of	 what	

constitutes	nature	and	the	requisite	of	providing	benefit	to	people.	The	similarities	in	terms	

of	 definitions	 and	 language	 use	 is	 no	 surprise	 given	 the	 close	 collaboration	 and	 cross-

referencing	of	these	bodies.	

These	preliminary	definitions	reflect	that	of	Costanza	and	co-authors	in	their	seminal,	highly-

cited	article	that	provided	the	first	valuation	of	the	world’s	NC.	Here,	capital	is	described	as	a	
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stock	of	materials	that	generate	a	flow	of	services	to	enhance	the	welfare	of	humans;	NC	is	

described	 as	 “trees,	 minerals,	 ecosystems,	 the	 atmosphere	 and	 so	 on”,	 as	 a	 category	 of	

physical	capital,	alongside	its	manufactured	and	human	forms	(1997:254).		

	

The	most	obvious	nature	embodied	in	NC	and	presented	in	all	these	definitions	is	external	

nature.	NC	speaks	to	ecosystems,	forest,	rivers,	and	the	biophysical	environment.	‘Naturally	

occurring’,	 as	 the	 ONS	 puts	 it,	 suggests	 a	 distinction	 between	 the	 natural	 and	 the	

manufactured.	 This	 is	 reinforced	 through	 the	 definitions’	 appendages	 of	 NC	 providing	

benefits	to	‘people’	or	‘society’.	Helm	echoes	the	language	of	ONS	in	his	explanation	of	how	

NC	is	distinct	from	other	forms	of	capital,	such	as	manufactured,	financial,	and	human	capital.	

What	distinguishes	NC	is	that	it	is	natural,	and	it	is	natural	because	it	is	not	itself	produced	by	

humankind,	but	is	instead	given	‘freely’	by	nature	(Helm,	2015:2).	Thus,	the	concept	of	NC	

employs	nature	in	a	fashion	well	established	in	the	Western	historical	tradition,	where	nature	

means	“what	man	has	not	made”	(Coates,	1998:3).	

This	understanding	of	nature	resonates	with	earlier	and	concurrent	uses	 in	environmental	

governance.	 The	 concept	 of	 the	 environment,	 which	 came	 to	 dominate	 20th	 century	

conservation	 efforts,	 evokes	 a	 strong	 distinction	 between	 nature	 and	 humanity.	

Conservationism’s	 environment	 encapsulates	 both	 the	 human-nature	 dichotomy	 that	

permeates	 the	 Western	 tradition	 as	 well	 as	 European	 colonialism’s	 encounter	 with	

alternative	 interpretations	of	 the	natural	world	 (Grove,	1995:3).	 The	 resultant	nature	was	

emphatically	 non-human,	which	 in	 turn	motivated	 conservationism’s	 aim	 to	 preserve	 the	

untainted,	‘uninhabited’	wildernesses	from	human	activity.	This	culminated	in	the	creation	of	

the	first	national	parks	in	the	US	and	New	Zealand	at	the	end	of	the	19th	century	(Randeria,	

2008:18).	If	nature	is	primarily	viewed	as	untainted	wilderness,	then	conservation	problems	

and	solutions	are	framed	accordingly:	humans	 in	natural	environments	are	‘unnatural’	and	

problematic;	their	removal	and	the	restoration	of	human-free	environments	is	the	solution.	

	

But	the	nature	brought	to	mind	by	NC	does	not	replicate	environment’s	pristine,	untouched	

wilderness.	 All	 of	 the	 examined	 grey	 literature	 assumes	 a	 close	 proximity	 of	 nature	 and	

society.	One	example	of	this	can	be	found	in	the	frequent	references	to	“urban	environments	

and	 landscapes”	 (Defra,	2018:17),	 “urban	green	 spaces”	 (NCC,	2015:15),	 and	 “ecosystems	

within	urban	areas”	(ONS,	2017:12).	This	hints	at	the	all-encompassing,	universal	nature	of	
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Castree’s	typology:	a	nature	of	which	humans	are	a	part.	Nonetheless,	although	nature	is	no	

longer	presented	as	wholly	separate	from	society,	it	still	remains	distinct.	It	is	instead	viewed	

as	a	provider	of	services	and	goods	to	society.	Through	NC,	the	distance	between	human	and	

the	 natural	 environment	 is	 reassessed.	 Socioeconomic	 benefits	 derived	 from	 NC	 hint	 at	

nature-human	 interdependence,	and	 the	 recognition	 that	human	societies	depend	on	 the	

wellbeing	of	the	environment.	The	White	Paper	acknowledges	nature	as	“the	foundation	of	

sustained	 economic	 growth,	 prospering	 communities	 and	 personal	 wellbeing”	 (Defra,	

2011:3).	The	25YEP	states,	“We	humans	and	the	stunning	multitude	of	other	living	creatures	

on	this	earth	are	completely	dependent	on	each	another”	(Defra,	2018:151).	

Here,	 it	 is	 clear	 to	 see	 the	 influence	 of	 developments	 in	 the	 natural	 sciences,	 specifically	

ecology	and	its	application	of	systems	thinking,	on	the	formation	of	the	NC	concept.	Systems	

thinking	represents	a	turn	to	holism	and	the	recognition	that	agents	are	embedded	within	

large,	complex	systems	that	are	more	than	merely	the	sum	of	its	constituent	parts	(Meadows,	

2009:4).	Ecology	calls	on	us	to	see	systems	of	complexity	and	interdependence	at	all	scales	of	

life,	 from	 garden	 ecosystems	 to	 the	 whole	 Earth	 as	 a	 unified	 biogeochemical	 system.	

Proponents	 of	 the	UK’s	NCA	have	 adopted	 the	 language	 and	 logic	 of	 ecology.	 The	 25YEP	

makes	reference	to	global	interconnectivity	through	our	planet’s	ecological	‘feedback	loops’	

(Defra,	 2018:110).	Dieter	Helm	observes	 how	habitat	 systems	 “comprising	 sets	 of	 natural	

assets…mesh	together	in	interdependent	ways”	(2015:135).	The	NCC	refers	to	the	complexity	

of	 natural	 systems,	 and	 employs	 ecological	 concepts,	 ‘thresholds’	 and	 ‘tipping	 points’,	 as	

motivation	 for	 the	 development	 of	NC	 accounts	 (NCC,	 2017b:10).	 Science’s	 turn	 from	 the	

biological	study	of	 individual	species	or	biotic	units	 to	an	ecological	 focus	on	systems	as	a	

whole	(Haila,	2012:36)	is	replicated	by,	and	motivates,	NCA’s	construction	of	nature.		

	

This	 point	 raises	 how	 NC	 demonstrates	 an	 intrinsic	 nature	 in	 accordance	 with	 Castree’s	

typology.	NC’s	nature	 is	external	 in	the	ecosystems,	biodiversity,	species,	freshwater,	 land,	

minerals,	 and	 the	 air	 and	oceans.	 In	 this	way,	 it	 also	 shares	 the	 internal	 natures	 of	 these	

concurrent	concepts	and	metonyms,	such	as	ecosystems	conferring	on	nature	the	essential	

quality	 of	 complex	 systems,	 and	 biodiversity	 speaking	 to	 diversity	 as	 an	 inherent	

characteristic.	But	the	concept	of	NC	also	paints	a	defining	characteristic	or	intrinsic	quality	

of	nature	in	its	service	to	people	or	society.	It	is	for	our	benefit,	‘to	bring	value	to	people’.	

Therefore,	its	intrinsic	nature	rests	in	its	direct	or	indirect	use	to	humanity.	
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As	with	NC’s	external	nature,	 at	 first	glance	 its	 intrinsic	nature	 appears	 little	distinct	 from	

earlier	 approaches	 to	 the	 natural	 world.	 After	 all,	 we	 have	 always	 relied	 on	 the	 natural	

environment	for	the	benefit	of	society.	Economic	and	environmental	historians	have	pointed	

to	various	junctures	for	when	this	view	of	humanity’s	dominion	over	nature	first	took	root,	

such	as	the	Scientific	Revolution	(Merchant,	1980),	medieval,	Christian	Europe	(White,	1967),	

ancient	Greece	(Plumwood,	2002),	or	even	as	far	back	as	the	advent	of	agriculture	(Rigby,	

2006).	It	is	clear	that,	in	this	regard,	the	intrinsic	nature	presented	in	NC	is	not	new.	

Nonetheless,	 the	 intrinsic	 nature	 of	NC	does	 constitute	 a	more	 recent	development	 in	 its	

incorporation	into	the	logics	and	politics	of	environmental	governance.	In	the	first	decades	of	

the	21st	century,	a	paradigmatic	shift	has	been	observed	from	a	biocentric	approach	to	the	

natural	 environment	 to	 an	 anthropocentric	 one.	 Whereas	 traditional	 conservation	

emphasises	the	intrinsic	value	of	nature	and	prioritises	issues	of	diversity	and	extinction,	this	

new	conservation	emphasises	nature’s	benefits	 to	humans	and	prioritises	 the	ecosystems	

that	 provide	 this	 stability	 and	 productivity	 (Holmes	 et	 al.,	 2017:354).	 Thus,	 the	 historical	

notion	of	nature	providing	societal	benefits	is	renewed	when	placed	within	trends	in	ecology,	

namely	the	turn	from	a	focus	on	individual	species	to	an	appreciation	for	ecosystems	as	a	

complex,	dynamic	whole.	

	

The	external	nature	of	NC	has	additional	facets	revealed	through	its	proponents’	motivations	

for	pursuing	an	NCA.	The	White	Paper	juxtaposes	those	elements	of	the	natural	environment	

for	which	the	market	has	assigned	a	financial	value	–	such	as	timber,	food,	and	minerals	–	and	

those	that	it	has	not	–	such	as	climate	regulation,	flood	control,	water	purification,	and	space	

for	relaxation	and	recreation	(Defra,	2011:11).	Thus,	this	latter	group’s	“value	is	not	captured	

by	 traditional	 accounting	 methods	 and	 is	 too	 often	 ignored	 in	 management	 and	 policy	

decisions”	 (Defra,2018:19),	 resulting	 in	 their	degradation.	Helm	succinctly	 summarizes	 the	

rationale	behind	this	perspective:	“when	there	is	no	price,	and	hence	no	cost	to	the	users	of	

these	natural	resources,	there	is	no	incentive	to	conserve	them”	(2015:117).	In	this	way,	NC	

speaks	to	externalities,	those	environmental	costs	that	historically	remain	outwith	economic	

accounting	(Rodríguez-Labajos	&	Martínez-Alier,	2013:329),	such	as	pollution	or	biodiversity	

loss.	

The	 influence	 of	 ecology	 on	 the	 NC	 concept	 is	 again	 apparent,	 this	 time	with	 regards	 to	

Hardin’s	Tragedy	of	the	Commons.	Indeed,	Helm	asserts	that	Hardin’s	problem	is	“at	the	heart	
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of	 natural	 capital	 policy”	 (2015:118).	 Hardin	 distinguishes	 between	 public	 and	 private	

resources,	arguing	that	public	goods	suffer	degradation,	because	the	user	does	not	have	to	

pay	 for	 their	 use	 and	 has	 no	 incentive	 to	maintain	 them.	 In	 light	 of	 this	 inspiration	 from	

Hardin,	NCA	frames	nature	in	terms	of	property	relations	by	distinguishing	between	private	

property	 and	 public	 goods,	 which	 are	 understood	 as	 those	 elements	 of	 the	 natural	

environment	that	are	both	non-excludable	and	non-rivalrous.	

	

The	capital	of	natural	capital		

	

The	nature	of	NC	is	explicitly	 linked	to	human	activity	and	wellbeing.	Nature	consequently	

becomes	defined	in	socioeconomic	terms.	NC	makes	this	explicit	in	its	use	of	the	word	capital.	

But	seeing	nature	as	capital	in	NCA	is	more	than	recognising	the	economy’s	dependence	on	

the	non-human	world.	Having	established	the	external	and	intrinsic	natures	expressed	in	the	

NC	concept,	 focus	 can	now	 turn	 to	 the	ways	 in	which	we	are	asked	 to	 reconstitute	 them	

through	their	capital-isation.	

Capital	 has	 had	 a	 controversial	 and	 problematic	 history	 in	 economic	 analysis	 and	 theory	

(Cohen	&	 Harcourt,	 2003:210).	 An	 examination	 of	 the	 limits	 and	merits	 of	 the	 economic	

concept	of	capital	is	beyond	the	scope	of	this	work.	Instead,	the	aim	is	to	reveal	what	purpose	

or	consequences	capital	serves	in	NCA.	Throughout	the	grey	literature,	explicit	explanations	

for	why	capital	is	a	useful	category	for	conceptualising	nature	are	absent.	Nature-as-capital	

is	largely	taken	for	granted.	This	lends	credence	to	Sullivan’s	observation	that	NC	“as	a	noun	

indicating	a	fact	that	exists	in	the	world	is	becoming	increasingly	normalised	in	environmental	

governance”	(Sullivan,	2017:65).	Therefore,	an	explication	of	how	capital	is	employed	by	NC,	

as	a	way	of	constituting	nature,	must	uncover	the	explicit	and	implicit	characteristics	of	capital	

at	play	 in	the	 literature.	This	will	be	done	through	reference	to	capital	 in	neoclassical	and	

ecological	economics.	

	

Environmental	economists	regard	NC	as	a	form	of	physical	capital	alongside	its	human	and	

manufactured	forms	(Costanza	et	al.,	1997:254).	The	grey	literature	echoes	this	view,	where	

NC	is	often	presented	alongside	human	and	manufactured	capital	in	discussing	future	growth	

and	productivity	 (NCC,	2015:13;	Helm,	2015:6;	ONS,	2018:9;	Defra,	2018:45,	 for	example).	
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This	triad	correspond	to	the	three	factors	of	production	in	classical	theory:	land,	labour,	and	

(manufactured)	 capital.	 In	 this	 way,	nature	 resumes	 its	 place	 in	 classical	 theory	 by	 being	

understood	in	terms	of	its	production	function.	But	the	change	from	‘land’	to	‘natural	capital’	

is	more	than	nominal.	In	neoclassical	economics,	“[i]nstead	of	money,	or	owned	and	alienable	

assets	that	are	convertible	into	money,	capital	came	to	mean	anything	lasting	that	contributes	

to	the	production	of	goods	or	services”	(Hodgson,	2014:1078).	This	meaning	of	capital	can	be	

seen	 throughout	 the	 preliminary	 definitions	 of	 NC	 provided	 in	 the	 grey	 literature.	 The	

influence	 of	 neoclassical	 economics	 is	 made	 explicit	 in	 Helm,	 where	 capital	 is	 defined	

accordingly	as,	“an	input	into	production,	which	in	turn	produces	a	flow	of	goods	and	services	

for	the	ultimate	benefit	of	humans”	(2015:2).	

	

NCA	distinguishes	between	two	categories	of	NC.	The	first	is	non-renewable	assets,	such	as	

oil,	coal,	and	gas.	These	can	only	be	consumed	and	are	thus	subject	to	liquidation.	The	second,	

and	more	important	to	NCA	(Helm,	2019:4)	is	renewable	assets,	such	as	peat	bogs,	forests,	

and	fish.	This	asset	class	can	remain	renewable	ad	infinitum,	and	as	such	can	provide	goods	

and	services	in	perpetuity.	

This	prioritising	of	renewables	is	consistent	in	the	other	grey	literature.	It	is	interesting	to	note	

how	 their	 preliminary	 definitions	 of	NC	 are	 unanimous	 in	 their	 silence	 on	 non-renewable	

resources	(apart	from	‘minerals’),	such	as	fossil	fuels.	Furthermore,	throughout	the	body	of	

each	text,	only	limited	reference	is	made	to	non-renewables.	The	25YEP	makes	no	mention	

of	‘oil’,	only	references	‘gas’	in	its	discussion	on	reducing	greenhouse	gas	emissions,	and	only	

mentions	‘fossil	fuels’	twice,	one	in	relation	to	plastic	use	and	the	other	on	its	goal	to	move	

to	 a	 “bio-based	 economy	 by	 removing	 our	 dependence	 on	 finite	 fossil	 resources”	 (Defra,	

2018:85).	The	NCC	briefly	discusses	‘oil	and	gas’	in	its	recommendation	for	economic	rents	

derived	from	their	extraction	(2015:52),	but	otherwise	neglects	non-renewables.		

The	ONS	differs	slightly	in	this	regard.	While	it	conforms	to	the	view	that,	“the	UK’s	surface	

area	holds	the	most	important	assets,	mainly	in	the	form	of	ecosystems	such	as	woodland	

and	wetlands	 (2017:6),	 it	also	argues	that	NC	accounts	are	distinct	 from	other,	ecosystem	

accounts	 primarily	 due	 to	 their	 inclusion	 of	 abiotic,	 non-renewable	 assets.	 Ecosystem	

accounts	are	a	narrower	concept	than	NC	accounts	because	the	former	does	not	include	these	

sub-soil	and	mineral	assets	(ibid.:5).	As	a	consequence,	the	ONS	discusses	non-renewables	to	

a	far	greater	extent.	This	is	primarily	due	to	the	different	approaches	necessary	to	account	
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for	 these	distinct	asset	 types,	 such	as	 in	establishing	 the	 time	period	over	which	 to	value	

future	service	flows	(ibid.:43).	This	may	help	to	explain	ONS’s	reluctance	to	provide	an	explicit	

definition	of	NC,	as	noted	earlier.	Recall	their	preference	for	environmental	or	natural	assets:	

all	 capital	 is	 an	 asset,	 but	 not	 all	 assets	 are	 capital.	 But	 the	 capital	 of	 NC	 is	 broad,	

encompassing	 both	 exhaustible,	 abiotic	 inventories	 as	 well	 as	 renewable	 stocks	 that	 can	

provide	an	indefinite	flow	of	services.		

	

Capital	as	a	stock	that	yields	a	flow,	as	proponents	of	NC	define	it,	then	begs	the	question	of	

why	 both	 renewables	 and	 non-renewables	 are	 included	 in	 UK	 NC	 accounts.	 In	 strict	

accordance	with	the	definition,	some	argue	this	latter	category	should	be	excluded,	as	it	is	

more	readily	comparable	to	an	inventory	than	it	is	to	capital	(Martini,	2016).	Nonetheless,	a	

closer	look	at	proposed	approaches	to	these	distinct	asset	types	in	the	grey	literature	reveals	

underlying	 assumptions	 that	 explain	 its	 inclusion	 and	 reveal	 several	 characteristics	 of	 the	

capital	employed	in	the	NC	concept.	

Unlike	 orthodox	 environmentalist	 positions,	 Helm	 is	 unopposed	 to	 the	 extensive	 and	

continued	 use	 of	 fossil	 fuels.	 For	 Helm,	 the	 consumption	 of	 these	 resources	 is	 inevitable	

(2015:33).	The	question	then	becomes	how	can	the	depletion	of	a	finite	resource	continue	to	

benefit	society	far	into	the	future.	For	example,	Helm	recommends	proper	compensation	to	

future	 generations	 for	 oil	 and	 gas	 depletions	 by	 setting	 aside	 economic	 rents,	 drawing	

inspiration	 from	 the	 Norwegian	 sovereign	 wealth	 fund,	 or	 by	 spending	 on	 creating	 or	

enhancing	other,	preferably	natural	capital,	assets	(ibid.:51).	

The	NCC	also	discusses	rents	 from	non-renewables,	 sharing	Helm’s	 recommendation	 for	a	

sovereign	 wealth	 fund,	 the	 objective	 being	 to	 compensate	 for	 the	 depletion	 of	 non-

renewables	by	investing	the	revenue	it	generates	into	manufactured,	human,	or	other	natural	

capital.	In	this	way,	it	is	hoped	that	“economic	processes”	can	“replace	or	substitute	for	them	

[the	non-renewables]	once	they	are	depleted”	(2015:52).	Thus,	these	recommendations	for	

unabated	fossil	fuel	use	assume	our	ability	to	provide	equitable	compensation	for	the	value	

lost	 in	 their	 extraction.	 From	 this	 perspective,	 non-renewables	 and	 renewables	 are	

interchangeable	(in	terms	of	value,	at	least),	and	this	thereby	justifies	both	of	their	nominal	

inclusion	 under	 capital.	 As	 Helm	 explains,	 “Renewables	 can	 be	 depleted,	 and	 hence	

substituted	 for	 by	 other	 forms	 of	 capital,	 up	 to	 the	 threshold.	 Non-renewables	 can	 be	

substituted	for	entirely	[emphasis	in	original]”	(2015:51).	
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Only	Helm	and	 the	NCC	discuss	 rents	and	 the	goal	of	 substitution	of	one	capital	 form	 for	

another	at	 length.	Nonetheless,	hints	of	nature’s	 substitutability	permeate	 the	other	grey	

literature.	For	example,	the	25YEP	optimistically	proposes	a	‘bioeconomy’,	by	removing	our	

dependence	 on	 finite	 fossil	 fuels,	 that	 will	 increase	 productivity	 and	 resource-efficiency,	

achievable	through	“biotechnology	[that]	has	the	potential	to	create	new	solutions”	(Defra,	

2018:85).	Although	a	step	away	from	Helm	and	the	NCC’s	inclination	for	unabated	fossil-fuel	

extraction,	this	aspiration	is	similarly	underlined	by	a	view	of	the	interchangeability	of	capital	

forms.	Here,	future	technology	can	substitute	for	non-renewables	to	increase	productivity.	

In	 another	 instance,	 Helm	 discusses	 how	 compensation	 for	 the	 environmental	 damage	

caused	by	housing	and	infrastructure	development	can	be	met	by	investing	“in	other	natural	

assets	sufficient	to	make	good	the	damage	to	natural	capital”	(2015:142).	Similarly,	the	White	

Paper	 proposes	 “biodiversity	 offsetting”,	 where	 “the	 developer	 secures	 compensatory	

habitat	expansion	or	restoration	elsewhere”	(Defra,	2011:22).	Interestingly,	Defra	has	since	

dropped	the	term	‘biodiversity	offsetting’,	although	a	similar,	broader	principle	can	be	found	

in	 the	notion	of	 “net	environmental	gain”	presented	 in	 the	25YEP,	where	development	 in	

housing	 and	 infrastructure	 will	 see	 “neglected	 or	 degraded	 land	 returned	 to	 health	 and	

habitats	for	wildlife	restored	or	created”	(Defra,	2018:7).	

	

NC	as	the	sum	of	our	nature,	the	inclusion	of	both	renewables	and	non-renewables,	and	net	

gain	all	point	to	how	NC	comes	to	regard	nature	in	the	aggregate.	Indeed,	the	aggregation	of	

the	 UK’s	 natural	 assets	 is	 the	 specific	 objective	 of	 the	 ONS	 (2017:3).	 Aggregation	 is	 a	

prerequisite	for	monitoring	progress	toward	the	net	gain	objective	and	other	goals	laid	out	in	

the	25YEP	(NCC,	2017:8).	In	this	way,	nature	is	proposed	to	be	understood	in	its	totality	within	

some	specified	domain	–	be	it	global,	national,	or	within	a	particular	system	(ibid.).	

This	 is	of	course	inherent	 in	the	historical	 ideas	of	nature,	which	embrace	“as	a	whole	the	

disparate	conglomeration	of	entities	that	constantly	clamor	for	the	attention”	of	our	senses	

(Descola,	 2013:11).	 Aggregation	 presents	 nothing	 new	 in	 this	 regard.	 Nonetheless,	

aggregation	as	a	function	of	environmental	governance	does	distinguish	NCA	from	related,	

concurrent	 approaches,	 such	 as	 an	 ecosystem	 services	 approach,	 which	 tends	 to	 employ	

marginal,	cost-benefit	analysis.	As	the	Green	Book	explains,	“A	focus	solely	on	the	marginal	

valuation	of	a	loss	in	services	may	overlook	the	potential	for	large	reductions	in	stocks”	(HM	
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Treasury,	2018:45).	This	reduction	in	stocks	is	all	the	more	problematic	when	considered	in	

terms	of	systems,	where	the	whole	depends	on	each	constitutive	part.	Helm	discusses	the	

limits	 to	marginal	 analysis	 through	 the	 example	 of	 a	 theoretical	 housing	 development.	 A	

simple	 cost-benefit	 analysis	 could	 justify	 the	 selling	 off	 of	 a	 corner	 of	 protect	 land	 for	

development,	especially	if	the	revenue	this	generates	is	reinvested	into	the	remaining	asset.	

Nonetheless,	such	an	approach	risks	shifting	goal-post	syndrome,	where	a	future	cost-benefit	

analysis	 justifies	 the	 selling	 off	 of	 another	 corner	 of	 the	 land,	 and	 so	 on.	 Therefore,	 such	

analyses	need	to	be	embedded	into	“an	overall	coherent	strategy	for	enhancing	aggregate	

natural	 capital”	 (Helm,	2015:136).	Thus,	 just	as	 in	mainstream	economic	 theory	 (Cohen	&	

Harcourt,	 2003:210),	 the	 capital	 of	NC	 entails	 the	 aggregation	 of	 nature’s	 heterogeneous	

elements.	

	

Aggregation	requires	a	common	metric.	One	proposed	solution	to	this	is	Defra’s	‘biodiversity	

units’	to	quantify	the	impact	of	a	development.	This	metric	is	based	on	three	features	of	a	

habitat:	 the	size	of	 the	area	 (hectares),	 the	condition	 (scored	1-3),	and	the	distinctiveness	

(scored	1-3)	(Defra,	2013).	In	the	grey	literature,	limited	reference	is	made	to	this	approach.	

The	White	Paper	outlines	its	plans	for	the	2012	Biodiversity	Offsetting	pilots	(Defra,	2011:22)	

which	 came	 to	 employ	 this	metric	 in	 their	 projects.	 The	 25YEP	 favourably	 comments	 on	

Natural	 England’s	 ongoing	 development	 of	 an	 improved	 biodiversity	 metric	 (Defra,	

2018:146).	On	the	other	hand,	the	NCC	is	“critical	of	the	substance	of	both	the	metrics	and	

the	 net	 gain	 proposals	 as	 they	 stand”	 (2019:1).	 Its	 criticism	 of	 the	 metrics	 stems	 from	

environmental	 loss	 being	 defined	 as	 the	 impact	 on	 biodiversity	 alone.	 This	 ignores	 other	

direct	and	indirect	impacts,	such	as	wild	species;	recreation	and	related	physical	and	mental	

health	benefits;	water	quality	and	flood	management;	and	air	pollution	emissions.	For	this	

reason,	 it	 recommends	compensation	based	on	 losses	of	benefit	value.	Nonetheless,	with	

adequate	adjustments	 the	NCC	maintains	 that	net	environmental	gain,	 “offers	a	potential	

source	 of	 long-term	 investment	 in	 the	 delivery	 of	 an	 improved	 natural	 environment”	

(ibid.:22),	 suggesting	general	consensus	on	 the	underlying	principles	of	net	environmental	

gain	–	namely,	the	commensurability	and	substitutability	of	external	natures.	

	

Of	 course,	 there	 is	 another	 common	 metric	 that	 capital	 evokes.	 From	 a	 commonplace	

business	perspective	and	 in	 its	original,	historical	meaning,	“capital	 is	either	money	or	the	
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money	value	of	alienable	property”	(Hodgson,	2014:1078).	This	is	at	least	half	true	in	NC’s	

case.	The	NC	concept	frequently	uses	capital	to	refer	to	nature’s	pecuniary	valuation.	As	Helm	

explains,	“Benefits	require	valuation,	and	the	units	are	explicitly	or	implicitly	money.	Hence	a	

price	has	to	be	put	on	nature”	(2015:116).	The	ONS	has	been	charged	to	devise	both	physical	

and	monetary	accounts	for	the	UK’s	natural	assets	as	part	of	the	UK’s	NC	approach	(2015:3),	

noting	how,	“monetary	valuation	provides	a	common	metric	through	which	services	can	be	

aggregated	 and	 compared”	 (ibid.:30).	 Regarding	 nature	 in	 terms	 of	 its	monetary	 value	 is	

diffuse	in	the	other	texts.	For	example,	the	25YEP	states	that	the	UK’s	woods	and	forests	are	

valued	at	an	estimated	£2.3	billion	(Defra,	2018:19).	The	NCC	notes	how	the	total	value	of	the	

UK’s	NC	is	approximately	£1.6	trillion	(2015:21).	It	is	clear	that	placing	a	monetary	value	on	

nature	is	central	to	NCA,	and	capital	maintains	its	commonplace	meaning	of	money	value.		

	

Summary	

	

Questions	posed	at	the	beginning	of	this	section	asked,	how	does	NC	conceptualise	nature?	

And	 what	 underlying	 assumptions	 and	 ontologies	 are	 at	 play?	 Answering	 this	 began	 by	

appreciating	 the	complexity	 in	 the	historical	 idea	of	nature.	Castree’s	 typology	provided	a	

framework	for	comprehending	this	complexity,	where	nature	can	have	universal,	external,	

intrinsic,	and	super-ordinate	meanings.	From	the	analysis	above,	it	is	possible	to	derive	the	

following	claims	made	of	nature	by	the	NC	concept.	Following	Castree’s	typology,	NC’s	nature	

constitutes:	

Its	external	nature	is	the	sum	of	the	ecosystems,	forests,	soils,	species,	minerals,	and	so	on.	

These	elements	are	dissected	further,	in	two	principal	ways.	Firstly,	by	drawing	on	Hardin’s	

Tragedy	of	the	Commons,	nature	is	understood	foremost	with	regards	to	property	relations,	

and	whether	it	is	excludable	and/or	rivalrous:	as	a	public	good.	Secondly,	through	the	prism	

of	their	economic	role,	these	elements	are	split	into	renewable	and	non-renewable	assets.	

This	dichotomy	derives	from	their	properties	as	functions	of	production,	as	either	exhaustible	

sources	of	wealth	or	as	providers	of	an	infinite	flow.	

Its	intrinsic	nature	draws	from	the	intrinsic	natures	of	concurrent	ecological	concepts,	such	as	

systems	and	diversity,	but	further	speaks	to	nature’s	inherent	characteristic	in	its	production	
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function.	It	is	understood	foremost	in	its	capacity	to	provide	goods,	products,	and	services	for	

the	benefit	of	people.	

The	use	of	capital	entails	additional	caveats	that	reveal	some	underlying	assumptions	of	the	

NC	concept.	Understanding	nature	as	capital	has	three	consequences.	Firstly,	nature	can	and	

should	be	 valued,	 either	 in	money	or	 in	other	 comparable	units.	 Secondly,	 nature	 can	be	

aggregated.	 Third,	 nature	 can	 be	 substituted,	 both	with	 other	 NC	 and	with	 other	 capital	

forms.	

Together,	these	are	presuppositions	that	underlie	NCA,	thereby	providing	some	answers	to	

WPR’s	 Q.2.	 This	 section	 demonstrated	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 environmental	 sciences	 and	

ecological	economics	on	NCA,	pointing	to	an	answer	for	Q.3.	While	this	summary	notes	NCA’s	

presuppositions	concerning	nature,	it	can	also	be	regarded	as	NCA’s	construction	of	nature	

as	an	object,	thereby	pointing	to	the	effects	of	NCA	as	asked	in	Q.4.	
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PART	TWO.	NC	as	an	instrument	of	policy.	

	

Introduction	

	

Part	One	established	what	NC	represents	as	a	conceptualisation	of	nature	and	how	this	 is	

operationalised	 in	 its	 capital-isation.	 This	 section,	 Part	 Two,	 develops	 on	 this	

operationalisation	 by	moving	 a	 step	 closer	 to	 NC’s	 concretisation	 as	 an	 approach	 to	 the	

management	 of	 environmental	 issues.	 This	 will	 be	 done	 by	 drawing	 from	 approaches	 to	

political	inquiry	concerned	with	policy	instrumentation.	The	first	section	of	Part	Two	briefly	

outlines	existing	approaches	to	the	analysis	of	policy	instruments	and	motivates	my	choice	of	

approach.	These	are	the	generic	approach,	institutions-as-tools	approach,	and	the	politics	of	

instrumentality	 approach.	 I	 adopt	 and	 employ	 the	 latter	 approach,	 for	 reasons	 explained	

below.	The	insights	this	approach	provides	are	then	applied	to	NCA	as	presented	in	the	grey	

literature.	 These	 insights	 concern	 how	 policy	 instruments	 are	 involved	 in	 a	 process	 of	

constituting	 a	 reality,	 producing	 specific	 ‘problems’	 and	 ‘subjects’	 as	 well	 as	 providing	 a	

specific	frame	for	an	issue	that	may	limit	critical	views.	Thus,	this	section	is	concerned	with	

Q.1,	Q.2	and	Q.4	of	WPR.	The	central	questions	of	this	section	are:	how	does	NC	operate	as	

an	 instrument	 of	 policy?	What	 interpretations	 or	 constructions	 of	 the	 social	 underlie	 its	

adoption,	and	with	what	potential	effects?	

	

Politics	of	Instrumentality	

	

In	an	article	reflecting	on	his	seminal	book,	Tools	of	Government,	and	the	current	state-of-

the-art,	Christopher	Hood	(2007)	notes	the	contemporary	development	of	three	main	strains	

of	analysis	of	policy	 instruments.	The	first	 is	 the	generic	approach,	where	 instruments	are	

conceived	as	being	neutral	devices;	as	pragmatic	approaches	to	solving	problems.	This	often	

relies	on	a	categorisation	of	instruments	based	on	their	characteristics,	such	as	distinguishing	

between	authority,	incentive,	capacity,	hortatory,	and	learning	tools.	The	second	approach,	

often	used	in	unison	with	the	generic	approach	as	a	complementary	form	of	analysis,	is	the	

institutions-as-tools	 perspective,	 which	 explores	 the	 role	 of	 forms	 of	 organisation	 in	
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answering	why	legislatures	choose	one	form	of	bureaucratic	agent	over	another.	Here,	the	

analytical	focus	is	on	organisations,	such	as	government	departments,	private	contractors,	or	

independent	regulators,	as	tools	for	the	delivery	of	policy.	The	third	approach	is	the	politics	

of	 instrumentality	 approach,	 which	 emphasises	 the	 subjective	 perceptions	 and	 political	

processes	that	surround	the	choice	of	policy	instrument.	Unlike	the	former	approaches,	the	

instrumentality	approach	seeks	to	answer	how	ideology	and	politics	shape	instrument	choice.	

It	does	this	by	recognising	how	instrumentation	is	not	simply	a	neutral,	mechanical	exercise	

of	matching	problems	to	solutions,	but	is	instead	a	process	of	constituting	a	reality	and	then	

attempting	to	work	within	it,	which	produces	its	own	effects	(Lascoumes	&	le	Galés,	2007).	

	

The	generic	and	institutions-as-tools	approaches	are	of	 limited	use	to	my	analysis	of	NC	in	

two	general	ways.	The	first	concerns	UK’s	use	of	NC	as	a	policy	instrument	throughout	the	

grey	literature.	It	is	presented	as	a	diffuse	approach	that	encompasses	multiple	categories	of	

instrument	 as	 understood	 in	 the	 generic	 approach.	 Its	 infancy	 as	 an	 instrument	 of	 UK	

governance	also	presents	limits	for	the	institution-as-tools	approach,	as	the	grey	literature	is	

vague	 in	 reference	 to	 which	 institutions	 and	 organisations	 are	 central	 to	 NCA	 due	 to	 its	

neonate	concretisation.	Jordan	et	al.	 identify	four	main	types	of	new	environmental	policy	

instruments,	 understood	 as	 “the	 myriad	 techniques	 at	 the	 disposal	 of	 governments	 to	

implement	 their	 policy	 objectives”	 (2005:581).	 This	 implicitly	 adopts	 an	 understanding	 of	

instruments	 as	 a	 neutral	 and	 pragmatic	 means	 of	 resolving	 problems,	 suggesting	 their	

approach	 aligns	 closely	 to	 the	 generic	 approach	 identified	 by	 Hood.	 Their	 four	 types	 of	

instruments	are	market-based	 instruments	 (MBIs),	eco-labels,	environmental	management	

systems	(EMSs),	and	voluntary	agreements	(VAs)	(ibid.:482).	The	grey	literature	suggests	that	

NCA	 encompasses	 all	 of	 these	 instrument	 types.	 The	 White	 Paper	 describes	 plans	 for	 a	

“voluntary	approach	to	biodiversity	offsets”	(Defra,	2011:3),	suggesting	NCA	constitutes	VAs	

or	EMSs.	But	it	also	proposes	a	combination	of	environmental	taxes,	direct	regulation,	and	

voluntary	 agreements	 (ibid.:47),	 suggesting	 that	 NCA	 also	 entails	 MBIs.	 The	 NCC	 has	

developed	 a	 practical	 guide	 for	 “anyone	who	wants	 to	 use	 a	 natural	 capital	 approach	 in	

making	decisions”,	such	as	“planners,	communities	and	landowners”	(2017b:3).	The	workbook	

lays	out	steps	for	incorporating	an	NC	framework	into	decision-making.	This	can	be	seen	as	a	

type	of	EMS,	as	it	encourages	actors	to	engage	in	internal	monitoring	of	their	environmental	

impacts.	The	25YEP	states	that	NC	“is	an	approach	that	can	improve	our	decisions	at	every	



	 36	

level	–	from	international	agreements	to	everyday	decisions	by	individuals”	(Defra,	2018:20).	

Individual	level	choices	include	which	coffee	to	buy,	and	whether	to	commute	by	train	or	car	

(ibid.),	 suggesting	 that	 NCA	 could	 also	 extend	 to	 eco-labels	 by	 encouraging	 informed	

consumer	decisions.	

NCA	is	presented	as	a	panacea	for	many	environmental	situations,	applicable	to	a	wide	array	

of	instruments	and	involving	a	multitude	of	organisations	and	settings.	Thus,	the	generic	and	

institution-as-tools	approaches	to	policy	 instruments	are	of	 limited	value	to	understanding	

the	UK’s	NCA	as	it	currently	stands.	

	

The	second	 limit	concerns	these	approaches’	analytical	gaze.	 In	generic	and	 institution-as-

tools	approaches,	 instruments	represent	the	independent	variable	in	answering	why	some	

instruments	are	chosen	over	others.	Here,	instruments	are	viewed	as	neutral	processes.	By	

contrast,	my	attempt	to	deconstruct	the	UK’s	NCA	seeks	to	answer	how	NC	operates	as	an	

instrument,	thereby	bringing	the	political	nature	of	instrument	selection	and	the	question	of	

instrument	effects	to	the	fore.	

	

In	 their	 politics	 of	 instrumentality	 approach,	 Lascoumes	&	 le	Galés	 differentiate	 between	

levels	 of	 observation	 by	 distinguishing	 between	 ‘instruments’,	 ‘techniques’	 and	 ‘tools’	

(2007:5).	 Instruments	 are	 understood	 as	 a	 type	 of	 social	 institution,	 such	 as	 statutory	

regulation	or	taxation.	Techniques	are	concrete	devices	that	operationalise	the	instrument,	

such	as	statistical	nomenclature	or	a	 type	of	graphic	 representation.	Tools	 refers	 to	micro	

devices	within	techniques,	such	as	a	statistical	category	or	the	scale	of	definition	of	a	map.	

This	allows	them	to	explore	the	dialectical	 relations	between	 instruments,	 techniques	and	

tools	 in	 order	 to	 recognise	 that	 “instrumentation	 is	 a	 significant	 avenue	 for	 reflection,	

primarily	because	it	produces	its	own	effects”	(ibid.:3).	This	suggests	that	the	UK’s	NCA	can	

be	understood	from	multiple	sites	of	descending	scale,	nested	within	one	another.	NCA	is	an	

overall	 framework	that	 informs	policy,	such	as	an	environmental	bill,	which	 itself	contains	

instruments,	understood	here	as	a	type	of	social	institution,	such	as	map	making	or	taxation.	

These	instruments	contain	techniques	and	tools,	such	as	statistical	nomenclature,	monetary	

and	 physical	 environmental	 accounts,	 and	 the	 categories	 and	 methods	 of	 valuation	 that	

underlie	them.	By	distinguishing	between	levels	of	observation,	it	becomes	possible	to	discern	

the	social	theorisations	that	inform	them	and	the	iterative	effects	they	entail.	
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Lascoumes	&	le	Galés	highlight	three,	general	effects	of	instruments	(ibid.:10).	The	first	is	that	

instruments	produce	a	particular	representation	of	an	issue	and	construct	an	agreed	upon	

reality.	This	not	only	constructs	a	‘problem’,	but	also	has	the	effect	of	constructing	‘subjects’.	

For	 example,	 a	 policy	 that	 requires	 students	 to	 repay	 government	 loans	 to	 fund	 their	

education	once	they	earn	above	a	certain	salary	threshold	represents	the	‘problem’	as	free	

education.	 In	 order	 to	 repay	 loans,	 students	 become	 “financial	 investors	 in	 their	 own	

economic	 futures”	 (Bacchi	 &	 Goodwin,	 2016:70).	 In	 this	 way,	 the	 policy	 represents	 and	

produces	students	as	entrepreneurial	subjects.	

The	second	effect	is	that	this	social	construction	can	produce	a	specific	problematisation	of	

an	 issue.	 The	 measuring	 of	 insecurity	 through	 delinquency	 statistics	 and	 the	 resultant	

interpretative	 model	 that	 associates	 youth,	 interpersonal	 violence,	 and	 areas	 with	 high	

immigrant	populations	–	and	the	decision-making	by	police,	judicial,	and	political	actors	this	

informs	 (Lascoumes	 &	 Galés,	 2007:11)	 -	 is	 one	 such	 example.	 Thus,	 a	 politics	 of	

instrumentality	approach	recognises	the	importance	of	the	role	of	social	theories	in	forming	

and	being	informed	by	policy	instruments.	

Finally,	 Lascoumes	&	 le	Galés	 argue	 that	 policy	 instruments	 have	 an	 inertia	 effect,	which	

enables	resistance	to	outside	pressures	or	limits	critical	views.	For	example,	the	reliance	on	a	

statistical	frame	of	reference	in	the	problematisation	of	a	social	issue	makes	all	those	involved	

–	even	those	critical	of	a	statistical	approach	–	engage	with	this	certain	numerical	frame.	

	

NC’s	‘problems’	and	‘subjects’	

	

The	25YEP	presents	the	problem	motivating	NCA	as	follows:		

	

“In	the	past,	our	failure	to	understand	the	full	value	of	the	benefits	offered	by	the	environment	

and	cultural	heritage	has	seen	us	make	poor	choices.	We	can	change	that	by	using	a	natural	capital	

approach.	 When	 we	 give	 the	 environment	 its	 due	 regard	 as	 a	 natural	 asset	 –	 indeed	 a	 key	

contributor	–	to	the	overall	economy,	we	will	be	more	 likely	to	give	 it	 the	value	 it	deserves	to	

protect	and	enhance	it.”	(Defra,	2018:19)	
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The	first	half	of	this	extract	provides	NCA’s	representation	of	the	problem.	The	deterioration	

of	the	natural	environment	 is	an	 informational	 issue.	 It	 is	a	 lack	of	understanding	that	has	

resulted	 in	harmful	environmental	 choices.	The	 second	half	provides	 the	 solution	–	policy	

instruments	that	give	the	environment	its	‘due	regard’	as	a	‘key	contributor’	to	the	economy.	

Thus,	ecological	degradation	is	presented	as	a	matter	of	an	information	deficit	and	resultant	

market	failures.	It	suggests	that	‘we’	–	be	it	businesses,	government,	or	individuals	–	have	not	

acted	rationally	 in	the	past	due	to	a	lack	of	knowledge,	undermining	our	capacity	to	make	

economic	gains	as	a	result	of	a	deteriorating	environment.	

Helm	provides	further	explanation	for	this	market	failure	and	consequent	motivation	for	a	

NCA:	“when	there	is	no	price,	and	hence	no	cost	to	the	users	of	these	natural	resources,	there	

is	no	 incentive	 to	 conserve	 them”	 (2015:117).	 Thus,	while	 still	 an	 informational	 issue,	 the	

problem	is	also	one	of	market	externalities.	This	idea	was	touched	on	in	Part	One,	which	noted	

the	influence	of	Hardin’s	Tragedy	of	the	Commons,	with	his	problem	of	externalities	being	

described	as	“at	the	heart	of	natural	capital	policy”	(ibid.:118).	Externalities	refers	to	those	

environmental	costs	that	historically	remain	outwith	economic	accounting	as	a	result	of	being	

a	 common	 good	 (Rodríguez-Labajos	 &	 Martínez-Alier,	 2013:329),	 such	 as	 pollution	 or	

biodiversity	loss.	These	goods	suffer	degradation	because	the	users	do	not	have	to	pay	for	

their	use,	and	thus	have	no	incentive	to	maintain	them.		

	

Hardin’s	Tragedy	of	 the	Commons	does	not	only	produce	 this	 specific	problematization	of	

environmental	degradation.	In	keeping	with	Bacchi	&	Goodwin’s	poststructural	insight	into	

how	policies	produce	‘subjects’	through	their	problematizations	(2016:69),	it	also	constitutes	

particular	subjects,	with	possible	impact	on	people’s	sense	of	self	and	behaviours.	

Hardin	illustrates	his	problematization	through	the	example	of	herdsmen	keeping	cattle	on	

an	open	pasture.	He	explains,	“As	a	rational	being,	each	herdsman	seeks	to	maximize	his	gain”	

(Hardin,	1968:1244).	This	understanding	of	individuals	underlies	Hardin’s	theory.	According	

to	the	Tragedy	of	the	Commons,	each	user	of	a	shared	resource,	such	as	a	public	good,	will	

act	according	to	their	own	self-interest	contrary	to	the	common	good	of	all	users.	This	subject	

construction	is	adopted	by	NCA,	and	is	implicit	in	Helm’s	statement,	“when	there	is	no	price,	

and	hence	no	cost	to	the	users	of	these	natural	resources,	there	is	no	incentive	to	conserve	

them”	(2015:117).	Stating	that	we	need	to	appreciate	the	monetary	value	of	nature	in	order	
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to	 protect	 it	 assumes	 a	 view	 of	 humans	 primarily	 as	 being	 rational,	 utility-maximising	

individuals3.	

In	his	exploration	of	the	historical	idea	of	nature,	Raymond	Williams	(2005)	notes	how	ideas	

of	nature	reflect	ideas	of	humanity,	and	vice	versa.	Recall	the	discussion	on	Hobbes	and	Locke	

in	Part	One.	With	this	in	mind,	it	is	no	surprise	that,	when	NC’s	nature	is	viewed	primarily	as	

a	function	of	the	economy	–	as	capital	-	humanity	is	also	principally	understood	in	economic	

terms:	as	homo	economicus.	Economic	man,	characterised	as	solitary,	calculating,	competing,	

and	insatiable,	is	the	basis	of	neoclassical	economic	theory	(Raworth,	2017;	Urbina	&	Ruiz-

Villaverde,	2019),	and	this	subject	also	lies	at	the	heart	of	the	UK’s	NCA.	

Relatedly,	if	nature	in	NCA	is	viewed	as	a	service	provider,	then	the	constitution	and	role	of	

the	receiver,	as	an	economic	entity,	a	citizen,	or	a	customer,	comes	into	question.	As	the	ONS	

explains,	

	

“In	accounting	terms,	a	service	is	a	flow	between	a	supplier	of	the	service	and	the	recipient	of	the	

service.	The	flow	of	ecosystem	services…represents	a	‘transaction’	between	2	economic	entities,	

with	 the	ecosystem	being	 the	 supplier	 and	one	or	more	economic	 actors	being	 the	 recipient”	

(2017:22)	

	

Again,	it	is	apparent	that	the	subject	of	NCA	is	foremost	an	economic	actor.	More	specifically,	

this	subject	is	a	recipient	of	a	service:	a	customer.	If	one	of	the	principal	subjects	constructed	

through	NCA	is	that	of	a	customer,	then	its	area	of	activity	–	of	where	we	can	express	our	

preferences,	 wishes	 or	 desires	 –	 is	 the	market.	 Thus,	 a	 relatively	 free	 market	 is	 seen	 as	

democracy	 in	 action.	 This	 is	 the	 implicit	 assumption	 of	 Helm’s	 argument	 against	 strong	

sustainability.	According	to	Helm,	a	strong	sustainability	position	argues	that	“society	should	

be	decentralized,	based	around	local	communities,	and	that	it	should	be	one	with	a	radically	

lower	level	of	consumption.”	He	then	asks,	“what	if	the	rest	of	us	do	not	want	to	live	in	their	

society?”	and	posits	that	this	position	is	“less	democratic.”	His	solution	is	“the	use	of	the	price	

mechanism”,	 using	 market	 and	 non-market	 valuations	 to	 reveal	 preferences	 and	 inform	

decisions	(2015:120).	This	turn	from	citizen	to	customer	has	been	noted	in	the	broader	new	

																																																								
3	As	opposed	to	being,	for	example,	communal,	cooperative	beings	driven	by	irrationalities	
and	with	innumerable	sources	of	motivation,	or	any	combination	thereof.	
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governance	literature	in	a	variety	of	sectors4,	suggesting	this	particular	subject	construction	

is	not	new	or	specific	to	NCA	alone.	

	

NC	and	the	inertia	effect	

	

With	the	problematization	of	environmental	degradation	framed	as	an	information	deficit,	

NCA	presents	itself	as	a	method	of	helping	inform	public	and	private	decision-makers	of	their	

environmental	impacts	and	to	convince	them	to	reduce	degradation	through	highlighting	the	

interrelation	between	human	wellbeing	and	nature.	The	25YEP	describes	NC	as	“a	tool	to	help	

us	make	key	choices	and	long-term	decisions”	that	are	“better-informed”	(Defra,	2018:19).	

The	 aim	 is	 to	 put	 “science	 and	 economic	 evidence	 at	 the	 forefront	 of	 decision-making”	

(ibid.:133).	The	Green	Book	similarly	regards	NCA	as	“objective,	evidence-based	advice	for	

decision	 making”	 (HM	 Treasury,	 2018:5).	 The	 NCC	 was	 established	 in	 order	 to	 develop	

methods	and	promote	the	mainstreaming	of	NC	 in	decision-making	 (NCC,	2015).	The	ONS	

motivates	 the	 development	 of	 NC	 accounts	 as	 necessary	 “if	 natural	 capital	 is	 to	 be	

mainstreamed	 in	 decision-making”	 (2017:4).	 It	 is	 clear	 from	 the	 grey	 literature	 that	NC	 is	

regarded	as	a	tool	for	environmental	decision-making,	and	that	this	tool	is	deemed	neutral,	

objective	and	information-based.	

Employing	 the	observations	of	 Lascoumes	&	 le	Galés,	we	can	 see	how	 their	 final,	 general	

effect	 of	 policy	 instruments	 applies	 to	 NC.	 By	 regarding	 and	 presenting	 NC	 as	 a	 neutral,	

objective	tool,	 it	has	the	potential	to	limit	critical	views	by	removing	it	from	the	discursive	

realm.	The	comparison	of	NCA	to	Jordan	et	al.’s	environmental	policy	instruments	revealed	

how	varied	these	discursive	realms	and	decision-making	processes	can	potentially	be,	both	in	

terms	of	actors	and	the	sectors	or	sites	involved.	Nonetheless,	whether	the	“decisions	made	

by	Government,	 businesses	 and	 individuals”	 (NCC,	 2015:9)	 are	 arrived	 at	 via	 a	 process	 of	

deliberation,	collaboration	or	bureaucratic	intervention,	they	still	require	direct	engagement	

with	the	statistical	accounts	founded	on	NC’s	specific	conceptualisation	of	nature.	

In	 this	way,	NCA’s	 specific	 construction	of	nature,	 as	well	 as	 its	 corollaries	 -	 its	normative	

underpinnings	and	social	theorisations	-	enter	the	sub-political	realm.	The	grey	literature’s	

																																																								
4	See,	for	example,	Peters	&	Pierre	(2006)	for	a	favourable	perspective	on	this	development;	
and	Blank	(2000)	for	a	more	critical	one.	
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assertion	that	NC	is	a	purely	technical	practice	beyond	ideology	in	its	‘objectivity’	are	echoed	

in	the	literature’s	language	and	description	of	socio-political	conditions.	For	example,	the	NCC	

states,	 “The	 impact	 of	 natural	 capital	 on	 human	 capital	 has	 potentially	 far-reaching	

consequences	for	economic	growth.	For	example,	there	is	increasing	evidence	that	poor	air	

quality	 is	 responsible	 for	 substantial	 adverse	 labour	 market	 outcomes”	 (2015:14).	 A	 less	

dehumanised	version	might	note	how	carcinogenic	air	pollution	causes	human	suffering	and	

illness.	Instead,	the	focus	is	on	how	devalued	NC	inhibits	economic	growth.	This	abstraction	

from	 human	 and	 non-human	 wellbeing	 reduces	 the	 social,	 political,	 and	 ecological	 to	 a	

depoliticised	economic	logic	and	language.		

	

Part	One	noted	how	the	idea	of	nature	is	socially	produced.	But	Höhler	notes	how,	within	this,	

nature	 is	also	the	object	of	science	(2015:15).	In	this	way,	nature	subordinates	politics	and	

stultifies	 political	 discussion,	 because	 facts	 and	 objectivity	 (the	 realm	of	 science)	 precede	

values,	subjectivities,	and	intentions	(the	realm	of	politics).	Thus,	nature	is	epistemologically	

sticky	–	presented	through	modern	scientific	and	technological	constructions	as	irrefutable,	

unquestionable,	and	objective	–	to	the	potential	detriment	of	alternative	constructions	(ibid.).	

Warnings	of	the	depoliticisation	process	inherent	in	claims	of	objectivity	can	be	applied	to	the	

techniques	and	tools	of	NCA,	where	an	examination	of	the	approach’s	process	of	monetary	

valuation	reveals	 just	how	contingent	this	 ‘objectivity’	can	be.	The	ONS	describes	how	the	

UK’s	NC	accounts	are	to	be	developed.	First,	it	involves	the	creation	of	a	physical	account	to	

classify	and	record	measures	of	extent,	condition	and	annual	service	flows.	This	is	followed	

by	the	monetary	accounts	to	assign	a	monetary	valuation	to	services	and	to	record	natural	

assets’	ability	to	generate	future	flows	of	these	services.	As	the	ONS	explains,	“once	monetary	

value	is	put	on	these	flows,	it	is	possible	to	put	values	on	the	assets	as	well”	(2017:6).	

The	ONS	is	wary	of	uncertainties,	 limits	and	necessary	simplifications	and	omissions	in	the	

development	 of	 the	 UK’s	 physical	 accounts	 (ibid.:22).	 For	 example,	 it	 notes	 how	 the	

conceptual	work	on	developing	the	accounts	is	often	“ahead	of	empirical	understanding	of	

ecosystem	processes”	(ibid.:19)	such	as	those	relating	to	thresholds	or	tipping	points.	Thus,	

omissions	and	simplifications	are	a	necessary	trait	even	of	the	physical	accounts	–	a	seemingly	

objective	activity	of	mapping	the	UK’s	physical	environment	and	ecological	processes.	

The	contingent	nature	of	NC	accounts	is	all	the	more	pronounced	in	the	monetary	accounts.	

The	ONS	employs	four	broad	valuation	methods	(ibid.:33)	The	first	 is	market-based,	which	
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derives	values	from	services	that	are	already	directly	marketed,	such	as	timber	and	crops,	or	

even	admission	to	nature-based	recreational	sites.	The	second	is	revealed	preference,	which	

refers	to	hedonic	pricing,	such	as	using	property	prices	to	derive	the	value	placed	on	local	

recreational	 opportunities,	 air	 quality,	 or	 immediate	 visual	 amenity.	 Thirdly,	 cost-based	

methods	assign	value	through	establishing	the	cost	of	damage	avoided	or	replacement,	such	

as	water	treatment	costs	saved	by	healthy	peatlands	or	the	cost	of	a	seawall	to	replace	coastal	

marginal	habitats	that	maintain	flood	defence.	Finally,	the	stated	preference	method	employs	

survey	techniques	such	as	questionnaires	to	elicit	people’s	preferences.	These	methods	all	

require	choices	at	each	stage	of	their	calculation.	For	example,	the	price	of	admission	to	a	

nature-based	recreational	sight	will	also	include	the	value	of	other	amenities,	such	as	clean	

toilets,	a	café	or	museum.	How	to	parse	these	apart	will	ultimately	depend	on	the	choices	

made	by	those	involved	in	developing	the	valuation	estimates.	

Furthermore,	 all	 of	 these	 methods	 capture	 use-values,	 but	 only	 the	 method	 of	 stated	

preference	can	attempt	to	capture	non-use	values,	such	as	the	psychospiritual	values	of	awe	

and	beauty.	While	 the	25YEP	 claims	 to	 recognise	 the	 intrinsic	 value	of	wildlife	 and	plants	

(Defra,	2018:17),	it	is	clear	that	the	methods	employed	in	NCA	struggle	to	integrate	non-use	

values.	 In	 principle,	monetary	 language	does	not	 necessitate	 the	 exclusion	of	 other	 value	

dimensions.	However,	“due	to	its	tangibility	and	seemingly	easy	usability,	there	is	a	risk	that	

it	will	 exclude	other	 value	dimensions	 in	 practice”	 (Jax	 et	 al.,	 2013:264).	 The	Green	Book	

presents	 its	 preferred	 hierarchy	 of	 these	 valuation	 methods	 (HM	 Treasury,	 2018:4)	 that	

mirrors	the	order	in	which	they	are	presented	above.	This	demonstrates	that	non-use	values	

are	not	a	priority,	supporting	the	suggestion	that	these	values	become	crowded	out	in	favour	

of	the	more	statistically	legible	use-values.	

	

Summary	

	

Questions	 posed	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 section	 asked,	 how	 does	 NC	 operate	 as	 an	

instrument	of	governance?	What	 interpretations	or	constructions	of	the	social	underlie	 its	

adoption,	and	with	what	potential	effects?	A	politics	of	instrumentality	approach	asks	us	to	

question	the	taken-for-granted	neutrality	of	policy	instruments;	to	appreciate	how	they	are	

more	than	mechanical	exercises	of	matching	problems	to	solutions,	to	see	how	instead	they	
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are	a	process	of	constituting	a	reality	and	then	attempting	to	work	within	it,	which	produces	

its	own	effects.	This	process	produces	a	specific	construct	of	‘problems’	and	‘subjects’,	and	

its	framing	of	a	problem	can	have	the	effect	of	limiting	alternative	views	by	establishing	the	

frame	through	which	a	phenomenon	can	be	considered.	

An	analysis	of	the	grey	literature	revealed	how	these	insights	apply	to	the	UK’s	NCA.	Asking	

WPR’s	 Q.1	 revealed	 how	 environmental	 degradation	 is	 problematized	 foremost	 as	 an	

information	 deficit.	 Climate	 change	 and	 biodiversity	 loss	 are	 the	 result	 of	 insufficient	

consideration	for	how	these	processes	and	systems	are	of	value	to	the	economy.	Thus,	once	

these	 values	 are	 given	 their	 due	 regard,	 we	 can	 make	 informed,	 rational	 decisions	 to	

safeguard	and	improve	the	environment.	This	information	deficit	results	in	market	failures;	

specifically,	the	failure	to	fully	integrate	externalities	into	the	decision-making	process.	This	

perspective	draws	from	Hardin’s	Tragedy	of	the	Commons,	who	similarly	problematizes	the	

degradation	of	public	goods	as	one	relating	to	externalities,	providing	an	answer	to	WPR’s	

Q.2.		

This	 problematization	 also	 creates	 specific	 subjects,	 answering	 Q.4.	 Hardin’s	 problem	

assumes	 the	 rational,	 individual,	 profit-maximising	 herdsman.	 NCA	 similarly	 constructs	 a	

rational	subject	driven	by	incentives	to	maximise	utility	or	profit.	This	is	a	subject	familiar	to	

the	 one	 underlying	 neoclassical	 economics,	 homo	 economicus.	 In	 regarding	 the	 natural	

environment	foremost	as	a	productive	factor	of	the	economy,	the	subject	too	is	understood	

foremost	in	economic	terms.	Environmental	services,	providers	and	goods	suggest	human,	

economic	recipients	and	customers,	who	thus	express	their	preferences	or	desires	through	

the	market.	

This	conclusion	is	further	evident	in	the	tools	and	devices	of	NCA.	Specifically,	its	valuation	

methods	for	developing	monetary	accounts	rely	on	market	prices.	Even	non-market	values	

are	derived	from	market	prices,	giving	precedence	to	an	economic	logic	and	language	and	the	

sovereignty	of	the	market.	This	has	the	potential	to	crowd	out	alternative	valuations,	such	as	

non-use	values,	which	are	not	immediately	amenable	to	the	monetary,	statistical	frame.	

This	 last	 point	 indicates	 a	 possible	 inertia	 effect	 of	 NCA.	 By	 presenting	 NC	 accounts	 as	

objective,	evidence-based	advice	for	decision-making,	the	approach	risks	silencing	alternative	

views	 that	 operate	 outwith	 its	 specific	 conceptualisation	 of	 nature	 and	 subsequent	

valuations.	This	point	is	all	the	more	pertinent	in	light	of	the	level	of	artificial	intervention	–	
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such	as	simplifications,	omissions,	and	contingent	valuation	methods	–	involved	in	developing	

physical	and	monetary	NC	accounts.	
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PART	THREE.	NC	as	a	set	of	aspirations.	

	

Introduction	

	

Parts	One	and	Two	have	explored	what	NC	is	as	a	way	of	seeing	nature	and	how	it	functions	

as	 a	 policy	 instrument.	 This	 section	 is	 concerned	 with	 the	 explicit	 objectives	 of	 NCA	 as	

presented	 in	the	grey	 literature	and	the	moral	 frameworks	that	motivate	them.	As	Sophie	

Watson	explains,	“in	Foucauldian	terms	social	policy	 is	a	highly	normative	discipline	which	

constructs	 ideal	 models	 of	 society	 based	 on	 notions	 of	 social	 justice	 which	 disguise	 the	

concrete	functioning	of	power”	(in	Bacchi	&	Goodwin,	2016:5).	This	section	is	concerned	with	

the	notions	of	social	 justice	that	 inform	NCA.	Thus,	 this	section	will	contribute	answers	to	

WPR’s	 Q.1,	 by	 answering	 where	 NCA	 sees	 injustice	 in	 its	 problematisation,	 and	 Q.4,	 by	

considering	the	discursive	effect	of	NCA,	specifically	in	how	it	constructs	a	concept	of	‘justice’.	

The	central	questions	of	this	section	are:	what	objectives	is	NCA	aiming	to	achieve?	And	from	

what	theory	of	justice	and	moral	framework	do	these	objectives	arise?	

This	will	begin	by	outlining	contemporary	theories	of	social	justice.	This	will	then	be	followed	

by	 environmental	 justice	 and	 the	 moral	 frameworks	 that	 underlie	 notions	 of	

intergenerational	justice.	The	insights	these	provide	will	then	be	applied	to	the	aspirations	

presented	in	the	grey	literature	in	order	to	discern	the	notions	of	justice	that	inform,	and	are	

advanced	by,	the	UK’s	NCA.	

	

Theories	of	social	justice	

	

For	 the	past	 four	decades	 in	political	 theory,	 justice	has	conventionally	been	defined	as	a	

question	of	equity	in	the	distribution	of	social	goods	(Schlosberg,	2007:12).	In	John	Rawls’s	

seminal	classic,	A	Theory	of	Justice,	justice	is	defined	as	“a	standard	whereby	the	distributive	

aspects	 of	 the	 basic	 structure	 of	 society	 are	 to	 be	 assessed”	 (1971:9).	 Here,	 justice	 is	

understood	as	just	distribution	of	social,	political,	and	economic	goods	and	ills.	

Nonetheless,	other	conceptualisations	of	justice	have	veered	from	this	path.	Theorists	such	

as	 Young	 (1990)	 turn	 from	 this	 emphasis	 on	 distribution	 to	 the	 underlying	 causes	 for	
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maldistribution.	By	turning	the	analytical	gaze	to	those	members	of	society	who	are	left	out	

of	 actual	 distributions,	 these	 theorists	 contend	 that	 recognition,	 or	 the	 lack	 thereof,	 is	 of	

central	 concern	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 justice.	 The	 absence	 of	 political	 and	 social	 recognition,	

manifest	 in	degradation	and	devaluation	at	the	individual	and	cultural	 level,	 is	not	only	an	

injustice	because	it	oppresses	and	does	harm	directly,	but	because	it	 is	the	foundation	for	

distributive	injustice	(Schlosberg,	2007:14).	Thus,	from	a	justice-as-recognition	perspective,	if	

distributional	differences	are	constituted	by	social,	cultural,	economic	and	political	processes,	

examinations	of	justice	need	to	discuss	structural,	institutional,	and	symbolic	conditions	that	

mediate	 social	 relations.	 Although	 maldistribution	 and	 misrecognition	 are	 distinct	

experiences	of	injustice,	they	are	nonetheless	often	linked	in	practice	(ibid.:15).	This	risks	the	

justice-as-recognition	perspective	descending	into	a	tautology:	recognition	can	be	seen	as	a	

precondition	of	distributive	justice	or,	if	recognition	is	seen	as	a	distributed	good,	an	outcome.		

A	 third	 dimension	 to	 justice	 alongside	 distribution	 and	 recognition	 is	 procedural	 justice,	

defined	as	fair	and	equitable	institutional	processes	of	a	state	(ibid.:25).	Here,	the	processes	

of	justice	are	key.	This	interpretation	of	justice	notes	how	justice	as	distribution	and	justice	

as	recognition	take	place	within	procedural	processes,	where	they	both	play	a	part	in	enabling	

or	hindering	community	or	individual	participation.	Participation	is	seen	as	a	way	to	address	

maldistribution	 and	 misrecognition.	 Thus,	 participatory	 decision-making	 procedures	 are	

necessary	for,	and	an	element	of,	social	justice	(Young,	1990:23).	This	interpretation	of	justice	

requires	 a	 trivalent	 understanding,	 where	 the	 relationship	 between	 maldistribution	 and	

misrecognition	are	played	out	in	political	and	social	processes.	

	

(Intergenerational)	Environmental	Justice	

	

In	its	initial	application,	environmental	justice	mirrored	a	distributional	approach	by	focusing	

on	inequities	in	the	distribution	of	environmental	risks	(Schlosberg,	2013:37).	Nonetheless,	it	

has	come	to	encompass	“not	only	equity,	recognition,	and	participation,	but,	more	broadly,	

the	basic	needs	and	functioning	of	individuals	and	communities”	(Schlosberg,	2013:40).	

Schlosberg	 notes	 the	 spatial	 expansion	 of	 the	 environmental	 justice	 discourse,	 first	

horizontally	in	terms	of	a	broadening	range	of	issues	and	then	vertically	into	the	global	level	

(2013:37).	This	is	argued	to	be	the	result	of	justice	becoming	framed	around	climate	change	
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and	growing	concerns	around	local	food	and	energy	(ibid.:38).	But	the	environmental	justice	

discourse	 has	 also	 expanded	 temporally.	 The	 environmental	 concerns	 raised	 and	 the	

hyperobjects5	 this	 births	 in	 our	 social	 construction	 has	 led	 to	 developments	 of	 an	

intergenerational	 environmental	 justice	 discourse.	 Here,	 the	 temporality	 and	 longevity	 of	

environmental	concerns	necessitate	a	recognition	of	the	obligations	of	the	past	and	present	

to	future	generations.	

	

Howarth	identifies	three	distinct	moral	frameworks	that	address	intergenerational	justice	in	

light	of	contemporary	environmental	issues.	These	are:	presentism,	utilitarianism,	and	rights-

based	ethics	(Howarth,	2011).		

From	 the	 perspective	 of	 presentism,	 policy	 decisions	 should	 be	 based	 strictly	 on	 the	

preferences	 of	 the	 current	 generation.	 This	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 the	 interests	 of	 future	

generations	are	ignored,	but	that	the	weight	attached	to	future	welfare	is	based	on	present	

altruistic	preferences	regarding	future	generations.	These	altruistic	preferences	are	revealed	

through	private	decisions,	such	as	the	market	rate	of	return	on	capital	investment,	which	is	

argued	to	reveal	people’s	willingness	to	forgo	present	economic	benefits	for	the	sake	of	the	

future	 (Howarth,	 2011).	 Those	 that	 advocate	 a	 presentist	 approach	 to	 environmental	

concerns	also	argue	that	the	present	has	no	obligation	to	make	sacrifices	to	benefit	the	future,	

because	(due	to	economic	growth)	future	generations	are	likely	to	have	far	higher	levels	of	

prosperity	and	wellbeing.	Howarth	presents	presentism	as	a	prescriptive	moral	framework,	

but	 it	 can	 also	 be	 regarded	 in	 a	 descriptive	 capacity	 as	 being	 constitutive	 of	 democracy	

generally.	Thompson	(2010)	observes	at	 least	four	sources	of	democracy’s	presentism	and	

resultant	 neglect	 of	 future	 generations.	 These	 are	 the	 individual	 tendency	 to	 prefer	 the	

immediate	to	the	distant6;	the	justification	of	representation	or	participation	by	virtue	of	their	

reliance	on	the	demands	of	existing	citizens;	the	agenda	limits	imposed	by	the	pro	tempore	

nature	of	government;	and	the	tendency	to	favour	older	cohorts	of	citizens	over	the	young.	

This	suggests	that	any	policy	developed	within	a	democratic	framework	has	the	potential	to	

derive	from	a	presentist	schema.	

																																																								
5	A	term	coined	by	Timothy	Morton	(2013)	to	describe	objects	that	are	so	massively	
distributed	in	time	and	space	that	they	transcend	spatiotemporal	specificity,	such	as	global	
warming	or	Styrofoam.	
6	In	neoclassical	economics,	this	tendency	is	known	as	time	preference.	
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The	second	moral	framework	that	addresses	intergenerational	justice	is	utilitarianism.	This	

perspective	argues	that	policy	should	be	motivated	to	maximise	total	utility	or	net	societal	

wellbeing.	 Unlike	 presentism,	 utilitarianism	 attaches	 no	 more	 weight	 to	 the	 welfare	 of	

present	generations	over	 future	ones	–	 instead,	utility	 is	 viewed	equally	across	 space	and	

time,	regardless	of	who	experiences	it.	In	an	environmental	policy	context,	the	greatest	utility	

principle	implies	that	the	costs	of	mitigating	climactic	and	environmental	degradation	should	

be	 borne	 by	 the	 wealthiest	 nations	 or	 members	 of	 society,	 because	 the	 costs	 are	 less,	

relatively,	 for	 the	wealthy	 than	 they	 are	 for	 the	 poor7	 (Howarth,	 2011).	 Its	 focus	 on	 the	

aggregate	also	translates	well	 into	the	decision-making	procedure	of	cost-benefit	analysis.	

Cost-benefit	analysis	considers	the	net	cost	or	benefit,	 in	economic	terms,	of	a	decision	to	

inform	environmental	policy	and	action	(Hourdequin,	2014).	This	focus	on	maximising	total	

utility	overlooks	individual	needs	or	concerns.	By	focusing	on	overall	or	aggregate	utility,	the	

wellbeing	of	a	minority	may	be	compromised	for	the	benefit	of	the	majority	(Howarth,	2011).	

Intergenerational	justice	from	the	perspective	of	a	rights-based	ethics	emphasises	precisely	

those	 elements	 that	 utilitarianism	 overlooks	 –	 the	 preservation	 of	 individual	 rights	 and	

freedoms.	From	this	perspective,	future	individuals	are	entitled,	as	a	minimum,	to	protection	

against	bodily	harm.	With	the	knowledge	that	climate	change	and	environmental	degradation	

will	inflict	harms	on	future	generations,	the	present	generation	has	a	duty	to	stabilise	these	

threats.	Although	the	present	generation	is	entitled	to	reap	the	flow	of	benefits	provided	by	

earth’s	biophysical	systems,	the	depletion	of	resources	would	inflict	uncompensated	harm	on	

the	rights	and	entitlements	of	future	generations.	This	rights-based	approach	is	apparent	in	

the	 international	 community,	 such	 as	 in	 the	 Brundtland	 Commission’s	 definition	 of	

sustainable	 development	 as	 “development	 that	 meets	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 present	 without	

compromising	the	ability	of	future	generations	to	meet	their	own	needs”	(WCED,	1987:41).	

	

	

The	justices	of	the	UK’s	NCA	

	

The	discussion	above	has	outlined	the	various	approaches	to	justice.	Social	justice	has	been	

understood	variously	as	equitable	distribution,	recognition,	or	participation.	Environmental	

																																																								
7	This	is	known	as	diminishing	marginal	utility.	
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justice	applies	these	insights	to	environmental	concerns,	where	climate	change	and	ecological	

neologisms,	 such	 as	 tipping	 points	 and	 thresholds,	 that	 present	 potentially	 dramatic	 and	

precarious	 prospects	 for	 society,	 bring	 a	 future-orientation	 to	 the	 fore.	 Intergenerational	

environmental	 justice	 can	 draw	 from	 three	 distinct	 moral	 frameworks:	 presentism,	

utilitarianism,	and	a	rights-based	ethics.	This	section	is	concerned	with	understanding	NCA	

through	 the	 prism	 of	 environmental	 justice.	 It	 aims	 to	 analyse	 NCA’s	 objectives	 and	

aspirations	by	placing	them	within	the	wider	justice	discourse.	

	

The	 25YEP	 has	 10	 explicitly	 stated	 objectives	 that	 the	 government	 hopes	 to	 achieve	 in	

applying	NCA:	

	

1. Clean	air	

2. Clean	and	plentiful	water	

3. Thriving	plants	and	wildlife	

4. A	reduced	risk	of	harm	from	environmental	hazards	such	as	flooding	and	droughts	

5. Using	resources	from	nature	more	sustainably	and	efficiently	

6. Enhanced	beauty,	heritage	and	engagement	with	the	natural	environment	

7. Mitigating	and	adapting	to	climate	change	

8. Minimising	waste	

9. Managing	exposure	to	chemicals	

10. Enhancing	biosecurity	

	

It	is	clear	that	these	goals	are	concerned	with	enhancing	environmental	goods	(such	as	clean	

air	and	water)	and	protecting	against	environmental	ills	(such	as	chemical	exposure,	waste,	

droughts	 and	 floods).	 Nonetheless,	 some	 are	 broad,	 ill-defined8	 goals	 that,	 although	

presented	alongside	NCA,	rely	on	a	plethora	of	means	to	achieve	them	that	will	 inevitably	

carry	their	own	normative	underpinnings.	They	may	or	may	not	be	achieved	by	an	NCA,	and	

in	 fact	many	of	 the	25YEP’s	means	 to	achieving	 them	rely	on	earlier	or	existing	efforts	or	

initiatives	that	exist	outwith	NCA.	

																																																								
8	For	example,	what	“thriving	plants	and	wildlife”	and	“using	resources	from	nature	more	
sustainably	and	efficiently”	will	look	like,	let	alone	how	it	will	be	achieved,	remains	
ambiguous	throughout	the	25YEP.	
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On	the	other	hand,	the	NCC	recommends	just	three	principles	in	order	to	embed	NCA	into	

decision-making	processes	and	to	guide	policy	(2019:19).	The	three	principles	are:	

	

1. Public	money	for	public	goods		

‘Public	goods’	are	those	elements	of	the	natural	environment	that	are	both	non-excludable	

and	 non-rivalrous.	 This	 principle	 proposes	 the	 UK’s	 practice	 of	 public	 subsidy	 for	 private	

agricultural	 production	 should	 be	 replaced	 by	 a	 system	 that	 instead	 pays	 for	 the	 sector’s	

provision	of	public	benefits,	such	as	improved	soil	and	water	quality,	recreational	access	and	

conservation	of	biodiversity.	

2. Polluter	pays	principle	

According	 to	 this	 principle,	 an	economically	 efficient	market	will	 include	all	 the	 costs	 and	

benefits	in	order	that	prices	send	the	right	signals	to	allocate	resources.	This	builds	on	the	

idea	of	externalities,	which,	when	not	included,	produce	prices	that	are	too	low,	resulting	in	

excessive	pollution.	Thus,	the	polluter	is	obliged	to	pay	or	compensate	for	the	environmental	

damage	caused.	

3. Net	environmental	gain	

This	principle	would	require	new	developments	to	compensate	or	remediate	for	any	losses	

of	environmental	benefits	made	through	their	activity,	akin	to	the	principle	of	biodiversity	

offsetting.	

According	to	the	NCC,	these	should	be	NCA’s	three	core	principles,	where	all	other	principles	

are	subsidiary	to	these.	

	

The	 25YEP	 also	 explores	 the	 social	 dimension	 of	 environmental	 concerns.	 The	 25YEP	

acknowledges	links	between	poverty	and	exposure	to	pollution	(Defra,	2018:16),	income	and	

access	to	the	countryside	(ibid.),	and	household	income,	health	and	proximity	to	green	spaces	

(ibid.:72).	With	this	in	mind,	it	recognises	how	“a	healthier	environment	also	helps	to	deliver	

social	justice.”	Justice	here	is	understood	as	“an	equal	distribution	of	environmental	benefits,	

resources	and	opportunities”	(ibid.:16).		

It	is	clear	how	this	‘justice’	relates	to	the	distributional	theory	of	justice	outlined	above,	where	

justice	is	understood	as	equal	distribution	of	benefits	and	resources.	‘Opportunities’	is	more	

ambiguous.	 Although	 presented	 here	 as	 a	 good	 to	 be	 distributed,	 it	 could	 equally	 mean	

opportunity	to	participate	–	and	thus	speaks	to	a	theory	of	justice	more	aligned	to	justice-as-
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recognition	and	participation	–	or	even	simply	economic	opportunities	related	to	investment	

and	growth.	Thus,	a	closer	examination	of	the	25YEP’s	proposals	to	address	issues	of	injustice	

is	necessary	to	understand	the	UK’s	NCA’s	underlying	theory	of	social	justice.	

Although	social	dimensions	of	the	environment	are	discussed	–	and	the	goal	of	justice	stated	

–	in	the	executive	summary	and	introduction,	only	chapter	3	of	the	Plan,	Connecting	people	

with	the	environment	to	 improve	health	and	wellbeing,	 revisits	these	 issues.	The	chapter’s	

introduction	outlines	the	concern	with	improving	access	to	the	countryside	and	green	spaces,	

primarily	 focussing	 on	 mental	 health	 services,	 schools,	 and	 ‘urban	 disadvantaged	 areas’.	

Nonetheless,	most	of	the	proposals	throughout,	as	well	as	the	existing	projects	promoted,	

make	 little	mention	 of	 socioeconomic	 inequality	 or	 the	 links	 between	 poverty,	 pollution,	

income,	 health,	 and	 access	 to	 green	 spaces	 as	 outlined	 in	 the	 introduction	 and	executive	

summary.	The	proposals	for	harnessing	the	benefits	of	the	environment,	such	as	for	mental	

or	 physical	 health,	 are	 indiscriminate	 with	 no	 recognition	 of	 the	 existing	 socioeconomic	

inequalities	that	can	be	both	cause	and	index	of	environmental	injustice.	

Nonetheless,	 a	 few	 of	 the	 initiatives	 acknowledge	 social	 inequality	 as	 an	 element	 of	

environmental	 justice	 that	warrants	appropriate	attention.	The	 first	 is	 the	Nature	Friendly	

Schools	programme,	where	the	government	commits	to	“provide	support	for	schools	in	our	

most	disadvantaged	areas	that	wish	to	create	nature	friendly	grounds”	(ibid.:75).	A	similar,	

unspecified	programme,	aims	to	promote	student	engagement	with	nature	through	school	

trips	for	‘disadvantaged	areas’	(ibid.:76).	A	third	initiative,	Step	Up	to	Serve,	recognises	how	

the	less	affluent	are	less	likely	to	engage	in	social	action,	and	aims	to	“promote	environmental	

opportunities	that	attract	young	people	from	all	backgrounds”	(ibid.:81).	This	initiative	also	

provides	 insight	 into	the	 ‘environmental	opportunities’	constitutive	of	the	Plan’s	theory	of	

justice.	The	initiative	aims	to	“make	involvement	in	meaningful	social	action	a	part	of	life	for	

all	 10-20	 year	 olds”	 (ibid.),	 such	 as	 through	 involvement	 in	 charities	 or	 environmental	

campaigns.	This	suggests	that	the	‘opportunities’	referred	to	in	the	introduction’s	discussion	

of	 justice	 refers	 to	 engagement	 and	 participation	 in	 environmental	 concerns,	 in	 this	 case	

through	 volunteering,	 fundraising,	 and	 campaigning.	 Thus,	 the	 justice	 of	 the	 25YEP	 is	

concerned	with	both	 the	distribution	of	 environmental	 benefits	 -	 understood	primarily	 as	

access	to	green	spaces,	urban	tree	cover,	or	nature-related	health	services	-		and	participation	

-	more	narrowly	conceived	of	as	the	distribution	of	social	capital	enabling	engagement	via	

civil	society.	
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How	these	projects	and	 initiatives	 fit	within	 the	wider	NCA	remains	unclear	 in	 the	25YEP.	

Indeed,	most	 of	 them	existed	 prior	 to	 the	 proposed	NCA	 and	 the	 25YEP	merely	 seeks	 to	

enhance	or	expand	these	existing	initiatives.	Outside	of	the	executive	summary,	introduction,	

and	chapter	three,	social	justice	as	an	area	of	concern	or	consideration	is	absent	throughout	

the	25YEP.	As	discussed	in	Part	One,	NC	is	understood	in	the	aggregate:	it	is	the	sum	of	the	

elements	of	nature	that	benefit	people.	These	10	stated	goals	of	the	25YEP	are	also	expressed	

in	the	aggregate.	For	example,	clean	air	is	to	be	achieved	by	reducing	emissions	nationally	–	

regional	 and	 local	 variation	 and	 correlations	 with	 socioeconomic	 factors	 are	 outwith	 the	

objective.	Helm	 states	 that	 the	 golden	 rule	of	NCA	 is	 that	 “the	 aggregate	 level	 of	 natural	

capital	should	not	decline”	(2015:8).	This	focus	on	the	aggregate	and	nation-level	may	explain	

the	 absence	 of	 social	 justice	 as	 an	 area	 of	 consideration	 throughout	most	 of	 the	 25YEP.	

Inequality	and	inequity	are	not	visible	in	the	aggregate,	and	therefore	cannot	be	satisfactorily	

addressed	by	NCA	alone.	Sen	discusses	the	sum-ranking	component	of	classic	utilitarianism,	

which	“requires	that	the	utilities	of	different	people	be	simply	summed	together	to	get	their	

aggregate	 merit,	 without	 paying	 attention	 to	 the	 distribution	 of	 that	 total	 over	 the	

individuals”	(1990:59).	From	this	utilitarian	perspective,	injustice	“consists	in	aggregate	loss	

of	utility	 compared	with	what	 could	have	been	achieved”	 (ibid.).	Although	acknowledging	

social	inequality	and	the	need	for	distributional	justice,	the	25YEP’s	proposals	tend	to	focus	

on	the	aggregate,	echoing	a	theory	of	justice	derived	from	a	sum-ranking	utilitarianism.		

NCA	 appears	 to	 conform	 to	 utilitarianism	 insofar	 as	 its	 aggregate	 NC	 rule	 mirrors	

utilitarianism’s	greatest	utility	principle	and	the	resulting	inattention	to	minority	groups	or	

the	disadvantaged.	As	 noted	 above,	 utilitarianism	 is	 also	 apparent	 in	 the	decision-making	

procedure	of	cost-benefit	analysis,	which	functions	by	adding	up	the	costs	and	benefits	of	a	

given	action	or	policy.	 In	this	way,	cost-benefit	analysis	 is	 the	utilitarian	principle	of	utility	

maximisation	in	action	(Hourdequin,	2014).	There	is	some	mention	and	application	of	cost-

benefit	analysis	throughout	the	grey	literature,	providing	further	suggestion	of	a	utilitarian	

trend	present	in	NCA.	For	example,	the	NCC	describes	how	a	cost-benefit	analysis	could	be	

used	to	efficiently	meet	woodland	expansion	targets	(2015:31).	The	25YEP	talks	frequently	of	

maximising	 benefits,	 “where	 benefits	 outweigh	 costs”	 (Defra,	 2018:25).	 The	 NCC	 also	

recommends	cost-benefit	analysis	to	identify	priority	 investments	for	the	public	money	for	

public	goods	principle	(2019:30),	but	warns	that	such	analyses	need	to	take	account	of	the	
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wider	 effects	 of	 environmental	 change	 (ibid.:19)	 by	 considering	 “the	 full	 suite	 of	

environmental	 costs	 and	 benefits	 as	 well	 as	 the	 system	 properties	 of	 the	 environment”	

(2017:4).	This	warning	is	repeated	in	the	Green	Book	(HM	Treasury,	2018:45)	and	by	Helm,	

who	notes	 that	 systems	 “are	not	 amenable	 to	marginal	 analysis”	 (2015:65).	 This	 cautious	

espousal	 of	 cost-benefit	 analysis,	 a	 result	 of	 acknowledging	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	natural	

environment	as	 integrated	 system,	 strongly	 suggests	 that	 the	aggregate	NC	 rule	does	not	

derive	from	the	greatest	utility	principle	of	utilitarianism,	but	from	a	recognition	of	natural	

environments	 as	 being	 complex	 integrated	 systems	 akin	 to	 a	 network	 or	 type	 of	

infrastructure.		

	

Additional	 pointers	 also	 suggest	 that	 utilitarianism	 can	 be	 discounted	 as	 an	 underlying	

doctrine	of	NCA.	A	common	utilitarian	perspective	argues	that	maximising	total	utility	over	

time	requires	“short-run	sacrifices	so	that	the	economy	would	converge	to	a	long-run	state	

of	bliss”	(Howarth,	2011:343).	No	such	sacrifices	are	proposed	in	the	grey	literature.	Further,	

the	utilitarian	idea	of	diminishing	marginal	utility,	a	corollary	of	which	is	the	obligation	of	the	

wealthy	 to	 bear	 the	 brunt	 of	 the	 costs	 necessary	 to	 prevent	 environmental	 degradation	

(ibid.:342),	only	applies	insofar	as	the	public	money	(for	public	goods)	is	obtained	through	a	

progressive	tax	system	for	individuals	and	corporations,	but	does	not	appear	to	be	of	central	

concern	to	NCA.	For	example,	the	final	chapter	of	the	25YEP	is	dedicated	to	outlining	the	UK’s	

role	in	protecting	the	global	environment.	Its	proposals	amount	to	providing	“international	

leadership	and	lead[ing]	by	example	in	tackling	climate	change”	and	biodiversity	loss	(Defra,	

2018:110)	 and	 bilateral	 aid	 through	 “education,	 training,	 consultancy”	 programmes	

(ibid.:113).	These	proposals	mirror	those	of	the	White	Paper’s	final	chapter,	International	and	

EU	Leadership.	There	is	no	suggestion	that	the	UK,	as	a	wealthier	nation	in	the	international	

community,	is	obliged	to	sacrifice	short-run	benefits	or	to	bear	the	costs	necessary	for	global	

biodiversity	 loss	and	climate	change	mitigation.	Together,	this	suggests	that	NCA	does	not	

rely	on	a	utilitarian	framework,	despite	its	emphasis	on	the	aggregate	in	terms	of	how	it	views	

nature	and	in	relation	to	the	25YEP’s	10	objectives.	

	

The	focus	on	the	aggregate,	and	its	subsequent	downplaying	of	social	inequality,	points	us	to	

another,	overarching	goal	of	the	25YEP	that	encompasses	the	ten	objectives	 listed.	As	the	

concurrent	Prime	Minister’s	foreword	to	the	Plan	states,	
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“We	hold	our	natural	environment	in	trust	for	the	next	generation.	By	implementing	the	measures	

in	this	ambitious	plan,	ours	can	become	the	first	generation	to	leave	that	environment	in	a	better	

state	than	we	found	it	and	pass	on	to	the	next	generation	a	natural	environment	protected	and	

enhanced	for	the	future”	(Defra,	2018:5)	

This	 sentiment	 is	 repeated	 throughout	 the	 25YEP	 (e.g.	 ibid.:17;20;57;62;151),	 having	 first	

been	laid	out	in	the	White	Paper,	where	the	government	proposed	to	be	“the	first	generation	

to	 leave	 the	 natural	 environment	 of	 England	 in	 a	 better	 state	 than	 it	 inherited”	 (Defra,	

2011:3).	Similarly,	the	NCC	references	this	objective	as	its	primary	motivation	to	“put	in	place	

the	building	blocks	required	to	achieve	this	objective”	(2015:1).	Helm	states	that	NCA	focuses	

on	“the	inheritance	of	future	generations”	(2015:8),	noting	“an	informal	contract	between	

generations”	(ibid.:57).		

This	 overarching	 ambition,	 present	 throughout	 the	 grey	 literature,	 suggests	 that	 NCA	 is	

foremost	motivated	by	intergenerational	justice.	The	language	of	the	coeval	Prime	Minister,	

speaking	 of	 holding	 our	 environment	 in	 trust,	 and	 the	 references	 to	 our	 environmental	

inheritance	or	the	inheritance	of	generations	to	come,	are	reminiscent	of	Thomas	Jefferson’s	

claim	 that	 “the	 earth	 belongs	 in	 usufruct	 to	 the	 living.”	 It	 is	 ours	 to	 use	 so	 long	 as	 its	

components	 are	 not	 compromised	 for	 future	 generations.	 Viewing	 intergenerational	

obligations	 through	 the	 prism	 of	 property	 laws	 –	 such	 as	 a	 loan,	 inheritance,	 common	

property,	 or	 ‘everlasting	 mortgage’	 –	 are	 not	 uncommon	 in	 societies	 the	 world	 over	

(Gosseries,	2008:62).	This	suggests	a	rights-based	approach	to	 intergenerational	 justice,	 in	

keeping	with	 the	 international	 community	 and	 the	 legacy	of	Brundtland	 (Howarth,	 2011),	

where	 degradation	 of	 the	 environment	 is	 unjust	 for	 the	 harm	 inflicted	 on	 the	 rights	 and	

entitlements	 of	 generations	 to	 come.	 This	 moral	 framework	 is	 most	 evident	 in	 Helm’s	

aspirations	to	create	“an	intergenerational	wealth	fund	from	the	economic	rents	generated	

by	depleting	non-renewables	to	ensure	an	equitable	distribution	of	the	benefits	between	the	

generations”	(2015:51).	We	cannot	know	the	interests	of	future	people,	Helm	argues,	“rather	

they	need	to	be	enabled	by	having	sufficient	assets	to	meets	their	needs”	(ibid.:54).		Although	

Helm	criticises	the	Brundtland	approach	for	stopping	short	of	asking	which	assets	should	be	

bequeathed	 to	 the	 next	 generation	 (ibid.:58),	 it	 clearly	 shares	 the	 moral	 framework	 of	

Brundtland’s	rights-based	ethic	(Gosseries,	2008:69).		
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While	the	notion	of	intergenerational	justice	inherent	in	NCA	appears	to	be	motivated	by	a	

rights-based	moral	framework,	it	also	contains	elements	indicative	of	presentism.	Firstly,	the	

valuation	techniques	employed	–	and	the	prices	and	monetary	values	thus	placed	on	nature	

-	rest	on	the	preferences	of	present	generations.	This	is	true	of	both	market	and	non-market	

values.	Market	prices	evidently	 focus	on	the	preferences	of	 the	 living.	Techniques	of	non-

market	valuation	employed	in	the	grey	literature	also	focus	on	the	preferences	of	the	present,	

such	as	through	hedonic	valuation	(HM	Treasury,	2018:41;	NCC,	2017:4;	ONS,	2017:35),	which	

looks	at	the	additional	costs	people	are	willing	to	incur	to	visit	green	recreational	areas	or	the	

price	premiums	paid	to	live	in	quieter	areas,	for	example.	

Of	course,	these	valuations	need	to	be	placed	in	the	context	of	the	long	time-frame	necessary	

to	accommodate	 the	distant	 future.	Discounting	 is	a	common	technique	used	to	compare	

costs	and	benefits	occurring	over	different	periods	of	time.	It	employs	a	discount	rate,	which	

is	 the	 annual	 percentage	 rate	 at	 which	 the	 present	 value	 of	 future	 monetary	 values	 is	

estimated	to	decrease	over	time.	The	Green	Book	outlines	its	recommended	discount	rate	for	

the	public	sector	(HM	Treasury,	2018:101)	and	the	ONS	adopts	the	discount	rates	outlined	in	

the	 Green	 Book	 (2017:44).	 Again,	 the	 rates	 employed	 are	 derived,	 in	 part,	 from	 the	

preferences	of	the	present.	The	Green	Book’s	discount	rate	has	two	components,	the	first	of	

which	“captures	the	preference	for	value	now	rather	than	later”	(HM	Treasury,	2018:101).	

This	is	personal	time	preference,	also	known	as	‘inherent	discounting’,	where	the	present	and	

near-future	are	valued	higher	than	the	distant	future.	As	an	ethical	judgement,	this	notion	is	

in	keeping	with	presentism	as	it	“implies	that	the	weight	attached	to	the	interests	of	future	

generations	falls	geometrically	over	time”	(Howarth,	2011:340).	

The	second	component	of	the	Green	Book’s	discount	rate	is	the	‘wealth	effect’,	understood	

as	“the	growth	in	per	capita	consumption	over	time,	where	future	consumption	will	be	higher	

relative	 to	 current	 consumption	 and	 is	 expected	 to	 have	 a	 lower	 utility”	 (HM	 Treasury,	

2018:101).	 This	 rests	 on	 the	 idea	 of	 marginal	 utility	 and	 the	 assumption	 that	 future	

generations	will	 be	wealthier	 than	we	 are	 today.	 This	 assumption	 justifies	 the	 presentist	

position	 that	 present	 sacrifices	 are	not	 a	 necessary	obligation,	 because	 the	 future	will	 be	

relatively	 wealthier	 anyway.	 Controversy	 over	 discount	 rates	 are	 not	 uncommon	 in	

environmental	economics	in	how	they	reflect	both	the	innate	uncertainty	of	future	events	

and	 the	 expectation	 that	 future	 generations	 will	 be	 richer	 than	 the	 present	 (Meadway,	
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2019:17).	 The	 Green	 Book	 sets	 its	 discount	 rate	 for	 uncertainty	 at	 1%	 to	 account	 for	

unpredictable	risks.	For	comparison,	this	rate	is	ten	times	higher	than	that	of	the	Stern	Review	

of	the	Economics	of	Climate	Change9,	which	proposed	0.1%	for	the	same	component	(Stern,	

2006).	The	lower	the	discount	rate,	the	more	regard	for	the	future	in	present	decision-making.	

In	light	of	the	relatively	high	discount	rate	employed	throughout	the	Green	Book	and	the	ONS,	

the	UK’s	NCA	can	be	said	to	favour	the	present	over	the	interests	of	the	future.	

Nonetheless,	the	grey	literature	does	not	represent	a	unified	front	on	this	matter.	Helm,	for	

example,	warns	against	high	discount	rates	as	“we	cannot	assume	that	we	can	consume	more	

now	on	the	basis	that	they	will	be	better	off	through	economic	growth	later	on”	(2015:44).	

Despite	this,	Helm	does	not	outline	his	own	preferred	discount	rates,	and	the	NCC	literature	

remains	silent	on	the	issue	of	discounting.	

Despite	warning	against	the	wealth	effect	in	discounting,	Helm’s	position	also	ultimately	also	

relies	 on	 an	 assumption	 of	 growth.	 This	 is	 evident	 in	 his	 view	 on	 technological	 progress,	

asserting	that,	“We	do	not	need	to	worry	about	whether	future	generations	will	be	better	off	

in	the	aggregate	in	technological	terms	than	ourselves.	They	will	be”	(ibid.:45).	Furthermore,	

his	 position	 on	 the	 fungibility	 between	 capital	 forms	 relies	 on	 the	 growth	 paradigm.	 His	

justification	 for	 today’s	 continued	 use	 of	 fossil	 fuels	 rests	 on	 the	 assumption	 that	 future	

generations	can	reap	the	benefits	of	the	economics	rents	this	will	generate.	As	he	explains,	

this	compensation	“may	be	through	an	explicit	fund	or	it	may	just	be	that	there	is	more	man-

made	 and	 human	 capital	 instead,	 if	 the	 revenues	 from	 depleting	 the	 asset	 are	 spent	 on	

investing	 in	 new	 factories,	 or	 more	 education”	 (ibid.:51).	 Thus,	 economic	 growth	 is	 a	

prerequisite	of	the	substitutability	of	capital	forms	as	presented	in	NCA.	

The	 assumption	 of	 economic	 growth	 is	 apparent	 in	 NCA	 in	 both	 the	 discount	 rates	

recommended	in	the	Green	Book	and	applied	by	the	ONS,	and	in	the	 justifications	for	the	

continued	 extraction	 of	 non-renewables.	 According	 to	 Foucault,	 in	 today’s	 governance	

regimes	“there	is	only	one	true	and	fundamental	social	policy:	economic	growth”	(2008:	144).	

This	insight	invites	us	to	question	whether	economic	growth	is	more	than	a	mere	underlying	

assumption	indicative	of	presentism,	and	is	rather	an	overarching	objective	of	NCA.	

																																																								
9	A	significant,	widely	reported,	economic	report	released	for	the	UK	Government	in	2006.	
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There	is	some	evidence	throughout	the	grey	literature	that	 lends	credence	to	this	view.	In	

outlining	the	dangers	posed	by	climate	change	and	environmental	degradation,	the	25YEP	

plans	 to	 “approach	 these	 challenges	 with	 economic	 opportunities	 and	 productivity	

enhancement	in	mind”	(Defra,	2018:110)	and	ensure	“enduring	growth”	(ibid.:11).	The	White	

Paper	 maintains	 that,	 “economic	 growth	 and	 the	 natural	 environment	 are	 mutually	

compatible”	 (Defra,	 2011:	 4).	 And	 the	 NCC	 argues	 that,	 “A	major	 reason	 to	 protect	 and	

improve	natural	capital	lies	in	the	benefits	this	can	have	for	economic	growth”	(2015:12).	This	

sentiment	is	captured	in	the	use	of	the	capital	metaphor	itself.	Capital	is	embedded	with	a	

notion	of	increased	productivity	(Hodgson,	2014:1081)	and	it	thereby	points	to	the	idea	of	

growth.	Coffey	illustrates	how	economics-oriented	actors	are	“willing	to	embrace	economic	

language	to	the	extent	that	it	promotes	economic	growth,	profit	generation,	and	associated	

capital	accumulating	activities	(2016:216).	All	words	come	with	their	own,	often	ideological,	

baggage	(Hodgson,	2014:1081),	and	it	is	a	small	stretch	to	suggest	the	concept	capital	is	coded	

with	 growth.	 Whether	 economic	 growth	 is	 an	 overarching	 objective	 or	 a	 necessary	

assumption	of	the	UK’s	NCA,	whether	it	is	viewed	as	an	end	or	merely	a	means,	is	unclear	in	

the	 grey	 literature.	 There	 is	 evidence	 to	 support	both	propositions.	 Either	way,	 economic	

growth	is	clearly	integral	to	NCA.	

	

Summary	

	

Questions	posed	at	the	beginning	of	this	section	asked,	what	aspirations	or	objectives	is	NCA	

aiming	to	achieve?	And	from	what	theory	of	justice	and	moral	framework	do	these	objectives	

arise?	Answering	these	began	by	outlining	contemporary	theories	of	social,	environmental,	

and	intergenerational	justice.	Theories	of	social	justice	have	tended	to	focus	on	distribution,	

recognition,	 and	 participation.	 An	 analysis	 of	 the	 grey	 literature	 revealed	 that	 NCA	

emphasises	distributive	justice,	understood	as	the	distribution	of	environmental	benefits,	and	

in	terms	of	proposed	initiatives	this	was	operationalised	to	the	limited	form	of	access	to	green	

spaces.	It	also	recognises	the	participatory	element	of	procedural	justice,	although	in	practice	

this	was	 conceptualised	 in	 distributive	 terms	 as	 the	 distribution	 of	 social	 capital	 enabling	

youth	 engagement	 in	 civil	 society.	 In	 relation	 to	WPR’s	Q.1,	 this	 understanding	 of	 justice	

suggests	that	the	problem	represented	in	NCA	is	maldistribution	of	environmental	goods.	
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Intergenerational	 justice	is	provided	as	the	raison	d’être	of	NCA,	having	the	effect	(Q.4)	of	

reproducing	a	particular	justice	discourse.	Its	ambition	is	to	enhance	the	natural	environment	

for	 future	 generations.	 While	 the	 approach	 does	 not	 appear	 to	 draw	 from	 a	 utilitarian	

framework,	it	does	share	some	common	features,	such	as	an	eye	to	the	aggregate	and	some	

use	of	cost-benefit	analysis.	 It	therefore	has	the	potential	to	share	some	of	utilitarianism’s	

practical	weaknesses,	such	as	concealing	unit-level	 inequality	or	the	potential	 for	marginal	

groups’	disproportionate	burdening	of	costs.	

The	 language	 of	 the	 grey	 literature	 suggests	 that	 the	 intergenerational	 ambition	 is	

rationalised	 by	 deontological	 arguments	 based	 on	 our	 obligations	 to	 protect	 the	 rights,	

entitlements,	and	inheritance	endowed	to	people	of	the	future.	The	intergenerational	justice	

of	NCA	is	motivated	by	a	rights-based	ethic.		

Nonetheless,	 the	 approach	 also	 contains	 attributes	 of	 presentism.	 Namely,	 its	 valuation	

techniques	 rest	 on	 current	 preferences,	 both	 in	 market	 and	 non-market	 valuations.	

Discounting	also	gives	priority	to	the	present	in	several	ways.	Firstly,	by	employing	personal	

time	preference	it	gives	more	value	to	the	present	than	the	future.	Secondly,	by	employing	a	

high	discount	 rate	 for	 future	uncertainty,	 it	 downplays	 the	potentially	dramatic	 effects	of	

environmental	 collapse.	 Finally,	 the	wealth	effect	 assumes	 that	 future	generations	will	 be	

wealthier	than	today’s.	

The	wealth	effect	rests	on	the	assumption	of	continued	economic	growth.	This	assumption	

permeates	the	literature,	and	provides	justification	for	the	continued	extraction	and	use	of	

non-renewables	 and	 the	 presumed	 substitutability	 of	 capital	 forms.	 As	 well	 as	 being	 an	

underlying	 assumption,	 economic	 growth	 is	 also	 presented	 as	 an	 objective	 of	 NCA.	 A	

dichotomy	between	ends	and	means	could	not	be	established.	
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Conclusion	

Conclusion	

	

The	objective	of	this	thesis	is	to	contribute	to	the	critical	research	of	NC	by	offering	a	critique	

of	NCA	as	it	is	applied	in	a	developed,	Western	setting.	This	was	approached	as	an	exegetical	

exercise	that	employed	a	poststructural	discourse	analysis	of	the	UK’s	NCA	in	order	to	reveal	

its	 ontological	 underpinnings,	 constructions,	 and	 moral	 framework.	 Main	 findings	 are	

presented	in	the	Summaries	of	each	Part.	

	

The	 three	Parts,	 representing	 three	 sites	of	analysis,	nature,	 instruments,	 and	aspirations,	

share	some	of	the	conclusions	of	prior	research	as	outlined	in	the	Introduction.	For	example,	

it	 notes	 how	 nature	 becomes	 understood	 foremost	 in	 terms	 of	 its	 productivity	 and	 as	 a	

function	 of	 the	 economy	 (Sullivan,	 2017),	 how	 economic	 valuation	 privileges	 use-values	

(Sullivan,	2017b)	and	how	market	mechanisms	are	provided	as	the	solution	to	environmental	

degradation	(Fletcher	et	al.,	2018).	

It	also	provides	additional	insights	that	contribute	to	the	critical	research	of	NC	by	applying	

Bacchi	&	Goodwin’s	poststructural	policy	analysis	 tools	 to	 reveal	 the	 following	answers	 to	

WPR’s	questions:	

	

A.1	The	problem	is	represented	as	an	information	deficit	and	resultant	market	failure.	It	

is	also	the	injustice	of	NC’s	maldistribution.	

A.2	There	are	many	assumptions	underlying	NCA,	such	as	homo	economicus,	the	efficacy	

of	markets,	and	the	substitutability	between	and	within	capital	forms.	

A.3	NCA	has	been	influenced	by	the	environmental	sciences,	especially	systems	ecology,	

and	ecological	and	neoclassical	economics.	

A.4	NCA	produces	a	specific	construction	of	the	object	of	nature,	it	creates	subjects	akin	

to	 homo	 economicus	 and	 customers	 as	 recipients	 of	 a	 service,	 and	 it	 creates	 a	

particular	discourse	on	 intergenerational	 justice	motivated	by	a	 rights-based	moral	

framework	underpinned	by	presentism.	
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Discussion	

	

A	thorough	poststructural	policy	analysis	should	also	ask	Q.5,	“What	is	left	unproblematic	in	

this	 problem	 representation?”	 (Bacchi	&	Goodwin,	 2016:22).	 This	 allows	 such	 analyses	 to	

escape	 the	 cul-de-sac	 of	 critique,	 and	 also	 to	 underscore	 the	 contingency	 of	 a	 particular	

representation	of	an	issue.	This	is	done	to	“destabilize	an	existing	problem	representation	by	

drawing	attention	to	silences,	or	unproblematized	elements,	within	it”	(ibid.).	I	would	like	to	

draw	attention	to	three	unproblematized	elements	of	NCA	that	are	evident	in	the	analysis	

above,	although	it	can	be	presumed	that	others	exist.	

	

Firstly,	underlying	NCA	is	the	problem	of	market	failures	framed	in	relation	to	externalities.	

My	analysis	of	subjects	points	to	how	this	approach	fails	to	problematize	homo	economicus	

and	its	narrow	view	of	humans	as	utility-	or	profit-maximising	individuals.	But	there	are	other	

perspectives	 that	uncover	 the	 silences	within	NCA’s	problematisation.	 For	example,	David	

Harvey	argues	that	Hardin’s	tragedy	is	not	with	the	commons	per	se,	but	a	problem	inherent	

in	capitalist	property	relations:		

	

“It	is	the	failure	of	individualized	private	property	rights	to	fulfil	our	common	interests	in	the	way	

they	are	supposed	to.	Why,	for	instance,	do	we	not	focus	in	Hardin’s	metaphor	on	the	individual	

ownership	of	the	cattle	rather	than	on	the	pasture	as	a	common?”	(2011:104)	

	

A	second	unproblematized	element	of	NCA	is	evident	in	the	public	money	for	public	goods	

principle.	 The	 principle	 is	 commendable	 as	 an	 attempt	 to	 reverse	 the	 UK’s	 regressive	

agricultural	subsidies	and	more	generally	for	its	hints	at	moving	the	perceived	duties	of	the	

UK	 as	 a	 welfare	 state	 beyond	 the	 austerity	 measures	 that	 have	 consumed	 the	 political	

landscape	for	the	past	decade.	Unfortunately,	the	Agricultural	Bill,	which	is	supposed	to	enact	

the	principle,	has	been	stalled	due	to	Brexit	uncertainties.	Thus,	the	public	money	for	public	

goods	 principle	 has	 yet	 to	 be	 applied,	with	 effects	 yet	 to	 be	 observed.	 Nonetheless,	 it	 is	

interesting	 to	note	how	 the	grey	 literature	applies	 this	principle	 almost	exclusively	 to	 the	

agricultural	sector.	Air	transport	presents	a	growing	threat	to	the	health	of	our	planet	and	

yet,	at	present,	the	sector	 is	effectively	subsidised	through	tax-free	aviation	fuel.	The	grey	
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literature	makes	no	suggestion	that	the	public	money	for	public	goods	principle	should	extend	

into	such	sectors.	Future	research	could	question	why.	

	

Finally,	 concepts	 such	 as	 ‘natural	 capital’	 and	 ‘ecosystem	 services’	 suggest	 that	 the	

management	 of	 environmental	 issues	 can	 to	 be	 conducted	 using	 economic	 language	 and	

financial	instruments.	Given	NCA’s	proclivity	for	economic	metaphor,	it	is	interesting	to	note	

the	 grey	 literature’s	 silence	 on	 another,	 widespread	 notion	 captured	 in	 the	 economic	

metaphor	of	‘ecological	debt’.	This	concept	refers	to	the	idea	of	reparations,	where	wealthy	

nations	 owe	 poorer	 ones	 for	 the	 ecological	 damage	 incurred	 through	 historic	 periods	 of	

despoilment,	exploitation,	and	desecration	of	their	natural	environments	(see	Simms,	2009).		

This	expands	the	concept	of	intergenerational	justice,	where	current	obligations	are	not	only	

to	future	generations,	but	are	also	obligations	to	correct	past	injustices.	As	the	largest	empire	

in	history,	the	UK	undoubtedly	is	one	of	the	largest	ecological	debtors	to	the	world’s	cash-

poor	environmental	creditors.	But	the	analysis	of	intergenerational	justice	as	an	element	of	

NCA	reveals	how	the	UK	regards	justice	in	unilineal	terms,	from	the	present	to	the	future,	

absolving	it	of	obligations	procured	in	the	past.	

	

Recommendations	for	further	research	

	

The	findings	of	this	analysis	present	new	areas	of	consideration	for	future	research.	Below,	I	

outline	a	few	I	consider	to	be	significant	or	interesting.		

	

NCA’s	production	of	specific	‘subjects’	invites	us	to	question	the	implications	this	construction	

has	 for	 citizenship	 and	 deliberative	 or	 participatory	 politics,	 akin	 to	 those	 explored	 in	

literature	that	examines	the	effects	of	the	new	governance	regime	(for	example,	Newman,	

2005).	 Subjectifications	 result	 from	 social	 theorisation,	 but	 they	 also	 produce	 their	 own	

effects.	Various	studies	in	behavioural	economics	have	suggested	that	the	more	we	accept	

the	homo	economicus	caricature	of	neoclassical	economics,	the	more	self-centred	we	become	

(Raworth,	 2017:86).	 Similarly,	 if	 farmers	 come	 to	 see	 themselves	 as	 stewards	 of	 the	

environment,	 their	 agricultural	 practices	 and	 remit	 of	 responsibility	 may	 change	 for	 the	
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better.	Uncovering	the	behavioural	effects	and	implications	of	NCA’s	particular	‘subjects’	may	

be	a	fruitful	pursuit.		

	

A	major	limit	of	this	thesis	is	in	how	it	only	considers	NCA	in	its	ideal	form	as	revealed	in	the	

grey	literature.	This	results	in	empirical	blindspots,	such	as	the	form	and	content	NCA	takes	

in	 its	 interaction	 with	 other	 initiatives	 or	 approaches;	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 monetary	

valuations	do,	in	the	actual	practice	of	decision-making,	crowd	out	other	valuation	systems;	

or	the	extent	to	which,	and	in	which	settings,	local	decision-makers	actually	deliberate	over	

‘expert’	knowledge	to	inform	action	(akin	to	Lundin	&	Öberg,	2014).	In	the	UK’s	case,	these	

considerations	will	only	be	able	to	be	explored	if	and	when	NCA	becomes	embedded	enough	

to	provide	suitable	case	studies.		

	

NCA’s	 move	 beyond	 marginal	 analysis	 is	 commendable	 in	 so	 far	 as	 it	 recognises	 the	

importance	 of	 acknowledging	 biophysical	 systems	 as	 a	 whole.	 But	 it	 also	 presents	 three	

problems	identified	in	this	analysis.	First,	it	risks	overlooking	inequality	within	the	aggregate.	

Secondly,	 it	 risks	 assuming	 commensurability	between	and	within	 capital	 forms.	 Finally,	 a	

practical	 method	 for	 incorporating	 this	 nation-level	 holism	 into	 local-level	 cost-benefit	

analyses	needs	to	be	developed	if	NCA	is	to	achieve	environmental	net	gain.	If	NCA	is	to	be	

pursued,	which	seems	likely,	both	advocates	and	detractors	of	NCA	must	grapple	with	these	

challenges.	
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