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Thesis abstract 

The first Global Assessment launched in 2019 by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy 

Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) offers a reminder of how 

urgent it is to respond to biodiversity loss. It notably emphasises the striking figure 

indicating that one million of the Earth’s species are now threatened with extinction. 

However, it is widely acknowledged that the global response to biodiversity loss is largely 

incomplete. One of the main reasons for this incomplete response is the lack of 

commitment from nations worldwide to establish adequate policies on biodiversity and 

implement them. At the national level, this lack of commitment has been attributed to an 

absence of principled leadership, transparency and accountability and an absence of 

productive interaction between competing interests. These are key attributes of 

democracy and are central in deliberative democratic theories, particularly when it comes 

to environmental issues. 

The relationship between environmental policy outcomes and democracy has long been 

analysed in systematic quantitative studies comparing ‘democratic’ and ‘non-democratic’ 

countries, most of which have concluded that countries that are more democratic achieve 

better outcomes. However, very few studies have paid attention to the relationship 

between environmental policy outcomes and democratic practices within so-called 

democratic countries. Therefore, there is a general lack of understanding as to why 

democratic countries still fail to prioritise environmental concerns in decision-making. 

This thesis aims to contribute to this empirical literature. 

To do this, the thesis uses two case studies: France and Australia, between 2009 and 2019. 

Both countries are western democracies with industrialised economies and a well-

developed environmental governance architecture (made up of national level biodiversity 

policies, institutions and agencies). Examining and comparing these two countries 

highlights those aspects of their democratic systems that contributes to their valuing (or 

neglecting) of common assets such as biodiversity. 

The analytical framework of the thesis combines biodiversity prioritisation and systemic 

deliberative capacity (grounded in the theory of deliberative democracy). The former 

involves assessing the degree of prioritisation of biodiversity in collective decision-

making. The latter focuses the analysis on inclusion, deliberative authenticity and 



   

x 

‘consequentiality’ of deliberation within each country’s biodiversity governance system. 

As this thesis takes a deliberative systems perspective in which the engagement of 

discourses is important, I look at the presence and prominence of biodiversity discourses, 

the way they interact with each other and the extent to which they are transmitted in the 

system. Data is collected via a range of techniques including document collection (media 

articles, publications and consultation procedures), stakeholder interviews and 

participatory event observation. 

The results demonstrate a clear difference between the two countries in terms of both 

biodiversity prioritisation and deliberative capacity on biodiversity. Compared to 

Australia, France performs better when it comes to prioritising biodiversity concerns in 

collective decision-making. The French performance reflects the prominence of three 

complementary discourses – those of ecological collapse, ecological solidarity and 

ecological modernisation – and their relatively effective transmission (particularly that of 

ecological modernisation) to government. In contrast, the Australian performance can 

partly be attributed to the prominence of two antagonistic discourses – namely, economic 

development and nature preservation – with only the former being prioritised in 

government policies. 

Consequently, there is a positive correlation between each country’s deliberative capacity 

on biodiversity and the extent to which it prioritises biodiversity. Indeed, a plural and 

inclusive discursive landscape in which biodiversity discourses interact productively and 

are more easily transmitted in the system contributes to higher biodiversity prioritisation. 

However, the thesis concludes that while the French discursive landscape and deliberative 

system on biodiversity are more inclusive, authentic and consequential than those of 

Australia, this only contributes to moderate results on biodiversity policy, which are 

insufficient, considering the extent of biodiversity and environmental crises. 

  



   

xi 

Table of contents 

 

Certificate of Authorship of Thesis ........................................................................... iii 

Acknowledgements .................................................................................................. v 

Thesis abstract ......................................................................................................... ix 

Table of contents ..................................................................................................... xi 

List of figures .......................................................................................................... xv 

List of tables ........................................................................................................... xv 

Glossary of terms .................................................................................................. xvii 

Glossary of Acronyms and Abbreviations .............................................................. xvii 
French case ............................................................................................................................. xvii 
Australian case ...................................................................................................................... xviii 
International or both cases: .................................................................................................... xix 

Chapter 1. Introduction ............................................................................................ 1 
1.1. Why biodiversity and democracy? ..................................................................................... 1 
1.2. Theoretical approach ......................................................................................................... 2 
1.3. Methods ............................................................................................................................. 3 
1.4. Original contribution .......................................................................................................... 4 

1.4.1. National biodiversity governance ................................................................................ 4 
1.4.2. Comparing systemic deliberative capacity .................................................................. 5 

1.5. Structure of the thesis ........................................................................................................ 6 

Chapter 2. Core concepts: biodiversity, its prioritisation and deliberative capacity .. 11 
2.1. Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 11 
2.2. Biodiversity loss: an urgent but often invisible issue ....................................................... 12 

2.2.1. What is biodiversity? ................................................................................................. 12 
2.2.2. Why does biodiversity matter? ................................................................................. 14 

2.3. Addressing biodiversity loss ............................................................................................. 15 
2.3.1. A case for biodiversity prioritisation? ........................................................................ 15 
2.3.2. How to assess biodiversity prioritisation? ................................................................. 18 

2.4. Does democracy contribute to biodiversity prioritisation? ............................................. 20 
2.4.1. What is the relationship between democracy and the environment? ..................... 20 
2.4.2. A case for deliberative democratic theories? ............................................................ 22 
2.4.3. How to assess systemic deliberative capacity? ......................................................... 26 

2.5. Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 27 

Chapter 3. Methods and data ................................................................................. 29 
3.1. Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 29 
3.2. Case studies ...................................................................................................................... 29 

3.2.1. Type of case studies ................................................................................................... 30 
3.2.2. Comparing France and Australia ............................................................................... 31 
3.2.3. Timeframe: 2009-2019 .............................................................................................. 36 



   

xii 

3.3. Analytical framework ....................................................................................................... 37 
3.3.1. Biodiversity prioritisation .......................................................................................... 37 
3.3.2. Deliberative capacity ................................................................................................. 39 

3.4. Data collection techniques ............................................................................................... 45 
3.4.1. Document collection .................................................................................................. 45 
3.4.2. Stakeholder interviews .............................................................................................. 47 
3.4.3. Event participant observations .................................................................................. 49 

3.5. Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 52 

Chapter 4. Evaluation and comparison of biodiversity prioritisation in France and 

Australia: ‘good and bad pupils’ .............................................................................. 53 
4.1. Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 53 
4.2. Methods ........................................................................................................................... 54 
4.3. General results ................................................................................................................. 60 
4.4. Attitudes towards biodiversity prioritisation ................................................................... 62 

4.4.1. France ........................................................................................................................ 62 
4.4.2. Australia ..................................................................................................................... 63 

4.5. Budgetary and financial framework on biodiversity ........................................................ 63 
4.5.1. France ........................................................................................................................ 64 
4.5.2. Australia ..................................................................................................................... 65 

4.6. Legal framework on biodiversity ...................................................................................... 66 
4.6.1. France ........................................................................................................................ 66 
4.6.2. Australia ..................................................................................................................... 68 

4.7. Institutional/administrative framework on biodiversity .................................................. 69 
4.7.1. France ........................................................................................................................ 69 
4.7.2. Australia ..................................................................................................................... 70 

4.8. Knowledge generation framework on biodiversity .......................................................... 72 
4.8.1. France ........................................................................................................................ 72 
4.8.2. Australia ..................................................................................................................... 73 

4.9. Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 74 

Chapter 5. Biodiversity discourses in France: paradigm crisis and ecological transition

............................................................................................................................... 77 
5.1. Introduction and methods ............................................................................................... 77 
5.2. The public space: the pattern of competing biodiversity discourses ............................... 78 

5.2.1. Ecological collapse discourse ..................................................................................... 79 
5.2.2. Ecological solidarity discourse ................................................................................... 80 
5.2.3. Ecological modernisation discourse .......................................................................... 85 
5.2.4. Economic development discourse ............................................................................. 87 

5.3. The empowered space: presence and uptake of discourses ........................................... 89 
5.3.1. Ecological collapse discourse ..................................................................................... 90 
5.3.2. Ecological solidarity discourse ................................................................................... 91 
5.3.3. Ecological modernisation discourse .......................................................................... 93 
5.3.4. Economic development discourse ............................................................................. 97 
5.3.5. A broad consensus on biodiversity .......................................................................... 100 

5.4. Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 102 



   

xiii 

Chapter 6. Biodiversity discourses in Australia: the extraction versus conservation 

trap ...................................................................................................................... 105 
6.1. Introduction and methods ............................................................................................. 105 
6.2. The public space: the pattern of competing discourses ................................................ 105 

6.2.1. Nature preservation discourse ................................................................................ 106 
6.2.2. Decolonising nature discourse................................................................................. 109 
6.2.3. Ecological modernisation discourse ........................................................................ 112 
6.2.4. Economic development discourse ........................................................................... 114 

6.3. The empowered space: presence and uptake of discourses ......................................... 117 
6.3.1. Nature preservation discourse ................................................................................ 117 
6.3.2. Decolonising nature discourse................................................................................. 121 
6.3.3. Ecological modernisation discourse ........................................................................ 125 
6.3.4. Economic development discourse ........................................................................... 128 
6.3.5. Biodiversity, a divisive issue..................................................................................... 131 

6.4. Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 133 

Chapter 7. Comparing biodiversity discourses in France and Australia ................... 135 
7.1. Introduction .................................................................................................................... 135 
7.2. Discourses in the public space........................................................................................ 135 

7.2.1. The pattern of competing discourses (inclusiveness) ............................................. 136 
7.2.2. Discursive interaction and biodiversity prioritisation (authenticity) ....................... 139 

7.3. Discourses in the empowered space .............................................................................. 141 
7.3.1. The pattern of competing discourses (inclusiveness) ............................................. 142 
7.3.2. Discursive interaction and biodiversity prioritisation (authenticity) ....................... 144 

7.4. Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 145 

Chapter 8. Transmission and accountability .......................................................... 149 
8.1. Introduction .................................................................................................................... 149 
8.2. Methods ......................................................................................................................... 149 

8.2.1. Transmission mechanisms ....................................................................................... 150 
8.2.2. Accountability mechanisms ..................................................................................... 154 

8.3. Transmission ................................................................................................................... 155 
8.3.1. Struggles .................................................................................................................. 155 
8.3.2. Media and policy campaigning ................................................................................ 159 
8.3.3. Lobbying practices ................................................................................................... 164 
8.3.4. Corporatist institutions: the NBS design and formalisation process ....................... 168 
8.3.5. Election campaigning ............................................................................................... 172 
8.3.6. Global environmental institutions ........................................................................... 174 

8.4. Accountability mechanisms ............................................................................................ 177 
8.4.1. France ...................................................................................................................... 177 
8.4.2. Australia ................................................................................................................... 180 
8.4.3. In comparison .......................................................................................................... 181 

8.5. Conclusion: assessment and prospects .......................................................................... 181 

Chapter 9. Underlying conditions for French and Australian deliberative capacity on 

biodiversity .......................................................................................................... 187 
9.1. Introduction .................................................................................................................... 187 
9.2. List of underlying conditions .......................................................................................... 188 



   

xiv 

9.2.1. Ecological literacy .................................................................................................... 188 
9.2.2. State structure ......................................................................................................... 189 
9.2.3. The relative strength of civil society ........................................................................ 191 

9.3. Results ............................................................................................................................ 192 
9.3.1. Ecological literacy .................................................................................................... 192 
9.3.2. State structure ......................................................................................................... 193 
9.3.3. The relative strength of civil society ........................................................................ 202 

9.4. Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 206 

Chapter 10. Conclusion ......................................................................................... 209 
10.1. Introduction .................................................................................................................. 209 
10.2. Inclusiveness and authenticity ..................................................................................... 211 

10.2.1. For greater inclusiveness ....................................................................................... 211 
10.2.2. Authenticity: a balance between consensus and contestation ............................. 213 

10.3. Transmission and accountability mechanisms ............................................................. 214 
10.4. Recommendations for each country’s deliberative system ......................................... 216 
10.5. Suggestions for future research ................................................................................... 218 
10.6. Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 220 

References ........................................................................................................... 221 

Appendix A. Media articles selection process ........................................................ 249 

Appendix B. Participant information and consent form ......................................... 251 

Appendix C. Interview structure ............................................................................ 253 

Appendix D. Event observation sheet .................................................................... 255 

Appendix E. Results: social network analysis ......................................................... 256 
 

 

  



   

xv 

List of figures 

Figure 8-1 Different steps in the French NBS design and formalisation process ..................................... 169 
Figure 8-2 Different steps in the Australian NBS design and formalisation process ............................... 170 

List of tables 

Table 2-1: Components of biodiversity prioritisation and other relevant frameworks ............................... 19 
Table 3-1: Similarities and differences between France and Australia ...................................................... 31 
Table 3-2: Framework and indicators of biodiversity prioritisation ........................................................... 38 
Table 3-3: Evaluation of systemic deliberative capacity ............................................................................ 39 
Table 3-4: Criteria for assessing the presence of biodiversity discourses in the public space ................... 42 
Table 3-5: Assessment of the presence and uptake of biodiversity discourses in the empowered space ... 43 
Table 3-6: List of interviews ...................................................................................................................... 49 
Table 3-7: List of events attended .............................................................................................................. 50 
Table 4-1: Evaluation of biodiversity prioritisation ................................................................................... 58 
Table 4-2: General results of evaluation of biodiversity prioritisation ....................................................... 61 
Table 4-3: Biodiversity and environmental taxation and spending (2009-2019) ....................................... 64 
Table 5-1: Overview of biodiversity discourses in France (2009-2019) .................................................... 79 
Table 5-2: Presence and uptake of discourses in the French empowered space (2009-2019) .................... 89 
Table 6-1: Overview of biodiversity discourses in Australia (2009-2019) .............................................. 106 
Table 6-2: Presence and uptake of discourses in the Australian empowered space (2009-2019) ............ 117 
Table 7-1: Ecocentric and social-ecological approaches/discourses ........................................................ 136 
Table 7-2: Presence of discourses in French and Australian public spaces (2009-2019) ......................... 136 
Table 7-3: Presence and uptake of discourses in the French and Australian empowered spaces (2009-

2019) ........................................................................................................................................................ 142 
Table 8-1: Assessment of transmission mechanisms (inclusion and effectiveness) ................................. 150 
Table 8-2: Forms of accountability .......................................................................................................... 155 
Table 8-3: Evaluation of transmission mechanisms in France and Australia ........................................... 182 
Table 9-1: Underlying conditions of the French and Australian deliberative systems on biodiversity .... 192 
Table 10-1: Key research findings ........................................................................................................... 210 
 

  



   

xvii 

Glossary of terms 

State/state: I distinguish the national ‘State’ from ‘state’ which refers to the second level 

of government (state and territory) in Australia’s federal system. 

Glossary of Acronyms and Abbreviations 

French case 

ADEME: Agence de la transition écologique, previously called Agence de l’environnement et de la 

maitrise de l’énergie 

AFB: Agence française pour la biodiversité, now called Office français de la biodiversité 

APE: Agir pour l’environnement 

Attac: Association pour une taxation des transactions financières et pour l'action citoyenne 

CAS: Centre d’analyse stratégique 

CESE: Conseil économique social et environnemental 

CFDT: Confédération française démocratique du travail 

CGT: Confédération générale du travail 

Cie: Compagnie 

CNB: Comité national de la biodiversité 

CNDP: Commission national du débat public 

CNPN: Conseil national de protection de la nature 

CNRS: Centre national de la recherche scientifique 

CP: Confédération paysanne 

EC: European Commission 

EEA: European Environment Agency 

EELV: Europe Écologie – Les Verts 

EFESE: évaluation française des écosystèmes et des services écosystémiques 

EPE: Entreprises pour l’environnement 

ESR: environmental and social responsibility 

EU: European Union 

FCIUCN: French Committee for International Union for Conservation of Nature 

FL: Fondation Danielle-Mitterrand – France Libertés 

FNAB: Fédération nationale d’agriculture biologique des régions de France 

FNC: Fédération nationale des chasseurs 

FNE: France nature environnement 

FNH: Fondation Nicolas Hulot pour la nature et l’homme 

FNSEA: Fédération nationale des syndicats d'exploitants agricoles 

FO: Force ouvrière 

FRB: Fondation pour la recherche sur la biodiversité 

H&B: Humanité et biodiversité 

IDDRI: Institut du développement durable et des relations internationales 

IMPEL: European Union Network for the Implementation and Enforcement of Environmental Law 

INRA: Institut national de la recherche agronomique 

LFI: La France Insoumise 

LPO: Ligue pour la protection des oiseaux 

LREM: La République En Marche 

LR: Les Républicains 

LVMH: Moët Hennessy Louis Vuitton 

MEDEF: Mouvement des Entreprises de France 

MNHN: Museum national d’histoire naturel 



   

xviii 

MTES: Ministère de la Transition écologique et solidaire, now Ministère de la Transition écologique 

NPA: Nouveau Parti anticapitaliste 

NDDL: Notre-Dame-Des-Landes 

ONB: Observatoire national de la biodiversité  

ONCFS: Office national de la chasse et de la faune sauvage 

ORÉE: Organisation pour le Respect de l'Environnement dans l'Entreprise 

PCF: Parti Communiste Français 

PS: Parti Socialiste 

RN: Rassemblement National, previously known as the Front National 

SFE: Société Française d’écologie 

SUD: Union syndicale Solidaires 

UNAF: Union National de l’Apiculture Française 

ZAD: zones à défendre (Zones to Defend) 

 

Australian case 

ABBI: Australian Business and Biodiversity Initiative 

ABS: Australian Bureau of Statistics 

ACF: Australian Conservation Foundation 

ACIUN: Australian Committee for International Union for Conservation of Nature 

AIATSIS: Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 

AIG: Australian Industry Group 

ALA: Atlas of Living Australia 

ALP: Australian Labor Party 

ANAO: Australian National Audit Office 

ANU: Australian National University 

APPEA: Australian Petroleum Production and Exploration Association 

BOM: Bureau of Meteorology 

DEE: Department of Environment and Energy and since 2020, Department of Agriculture, Water and the 

Environment 

CEED: ARC Centre of Excellence for Environmental Decisions 

COAG: Council of Australian Governments 

CAEPR: Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research 

CFOC: Caring For Our Country 

CSIRO: Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 

EDO: Environmental Defenders Office 

EPBC Act: Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 

EJA: Environmental Justice Australia 

FoE: Friends of the Earth 

HSI: Humane Society International Australia 

IPA: Indigenous Protected Area 

IPA: Institute of Public Affairs 

MCA: Minerals Council of Australia 

MEM: Meetings of Environmental Ministers 

NAILSMA: North Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management Alliance 

NCC: Nature Conservation Councils 

NCCARF: National Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility 

NFF: National Farmers Federation 

NIC: National Irrigators Council 

NLP: National Landcare Program 

NOPSEMA: National Offshore Petroleum Safety and Environmental Management Authority 

NPA: National Parks Associations 

NRM: National Resource Management 



   

xix 

NSW: New South Wales 

PYL: Places You Love Alliance 

SAFF: South Australian Farmers Federation 

TNC: The Nature Conservancy 

TWS: The Wilderness Society 

 

International or both cases 

CBD: Convention on Biological Diversity 

CITES: Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 

COP: Conference of the parties 

EIA: Environmental impact assessment 

ENGO: environmental non-government organisation 

EPI: Environmental Policy Integration 

EPS: Environmental Policy Stringency 

FAO: Food and Agriculture Organization 

FSC: Forest Stewardship Council 

GEF: Global Environment Facility 

IEA: international environmental agreements 

IMF: International Monetary Fund 

IUCN: International Union for Conservation of Nature 

MEA: Multilateral environmental agreement 

IPBES: Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 

MSC: Marine Stewardship Council 

NCP: Nature’s Contributions to People 

NBS: National Biodiversity Strategy 

NBSAP: National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan 

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

SDGs: Sustainable Development Goals 

SoE: State of the Environment Report 

UNDP: United Nations Development Program 

UNESCO: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 

WCED: World Commission on Environment and Development 

WEF: World Economic Forum 

WWF: World Wildlife Fund 



   

1 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1. Why biodiversity and democracy? 

Many reports have noted that biodiversity loss is an alarming issue (IPBES, 2019). For 

instance, Steffen et al. (2015) identified biosphere integrity as one of the four transgressed 

planetary boundaries.1 Despite this urgency, little has been achieved in attempting to halt 

biodiversity loss both globally and nationally (Campbell et al., 2014, IPBES, 2019). One 

of the main reasons for this is that biodiversity is usually given less consideration than 

short-term economic and social matters in decision-making processes. To respond to this 

issue, scholars working in the area of Environmental Policy Integration (EPI) research 

have advocated for the integration (or mainstreaming) of biodiversity into all sectors of 

policymaking (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 2014, Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 2017). 

However, this literature fails to address the conflicts2  that can emerge when such a 

movement of concern between sectors3 occurs. I argue that biodiversity prioritisation is a 

more realistic framing than integration/mainstreaming, given that, ultimately, a 

movement of concern is about changing the priority order, rather than simply adding a 

new layer of concern. 

Some authors on comparative environmental policy have attributed the lack of integration 

of biodiversity and other environmental issues to a lack of democracy (Bättig & Bernauer, 

2009, Bernauer et al., 2013, Bernauer et al., 2008, Bernauer et al., 2010a, Bernauer et al., 

2010b, Mohrenberg et al., 2016, Neumayer, 2002, Payne, 1995). However, it is not 

always clear which specific democratic features can encourage (or discourage/delay) 

environmental protection. At the theoretical level, many authors have pointed out the 

environmental shortcomings of current political and democratic institutions (Dryzek, 

2002, Eckersley, 2004, Latour, 2004). To respond to these shortcomings, these authors 

have advocated for the development of democracy (and more generally, of the State) so 

that different features of the Earth system, such as biodiversity, can be properly 

 
1 Proposed by Earth system scientists, the concept planetary boundaries refer to the Earth’s environmental conditions 

that are essential for human survival. There are nine boundaries: climate change, biodiversity loss, nitrogen and 

phosphorus flows, ocean acidification, land use change, freshwater consumption, ozone depletion, atmospheric 

aerosols and chemicals pollution. Out of the nine boundaries, four are identified as transgressed: biodiversity loss, 

nitrogen/phosphorus flows, climate change and land system change. 
2 Between sectors, or actors within the same sector. 
3 From the environmental sectors to non-environmental sectors. 
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considered and valued. Examples of these theoretical developments are the concepts of 

the ‘green State’ (Barry & Eckersley, 2005, Dryzek et al., 2003, Eckersley, 2004), 

‘ecological democracy’ (Bourg, 2011), or the ‘environmental nation state’ (Duit, 2016, 

Mol, 2016). While models of green political theory abound, there is a limited number of 

empirical studies assessing the potential rise of green States and examining the discursive 

and institutional contexts that allow them to take shape. The relationship between the type 

of (democratic) State and environmental protection has been a fundamental question in 

environmental applications of deliberative democratic theories (Baber & Bartlett, 2005, 

Smith, 2003, Stevenson & Dryzek, 2014). My research adds to this empirical and 

theoretical literature which asks how democratic and deliberative developments and 

environmental protection can mutually reinforce each other. The next chapter provides 

more information about the different bodies of literature drawn on in this thesis. 

1.2. Theoretical approach 

The overarching aim of my research is to empirically test the following question: ‘To 

what extent does the deliberative capacity on biodiversity of a country determine how 

effectively it prioritises biodiversity?’ Given that my answer to this question is based on 

a comparison between France and Australia, my research objectives are to: 

• determine the degree of biodiversity prioritisation in France and Australia 

• outline the main characteristics (similarities/differences) of deliberative systems 

in the two countries 

• compare the extent to which deliberative systems can be inclusive, authentic and 

consequential in each case 

• understand the role of transmission and accountability mechanisms for 

deliberative capacity on biodiversity 

• understand the underlying conditions for deliberative capacity on biodiversity 

• provide recommendations for research on biodiversity governance and on (green) 

deliberative democracy. 

To respond to the research question and address the research objectives, my theoretical 

framework combines two dimensions: biodiversity prioritisation and deliberative 
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capacity. Hence, I evaluate five components of biodiversity prioritisation: public attitude 

towards biodiversity; budgets and finance; biodiversity laws, institutional/administrative 

settings; and knowledge generation. The framework of deliberative capacity is made up 

of three criteria: inclusiveness, authenticity and consequentiality. I use these criteria to 

assess the deliberative capacity of systems, which comprise four components: public 

space, empowered space, transmission and accountability. In addition to the literature 

review, the next chapter outlines the theoretical approach in greater detail. 

1.3. Methods 

In terms of methods, I assess and compare two cases, France and Australia. These are two 

democratic countries that both face biodiversity loss and are supposed4 to be committed 

to the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity. However, they differ in numerous 

ways, such as in their administrative/jurisdictional structure (France being a unitary State 

and Australia, a federation) or in other respects, such as the strength and configuration of 

civic activity. These similarities and differences make the comparison between France 

and Australia a rich one. 

To operationalise my theoretical approach (section 1.2), I aim to assess the extent to 

which the deliberative capacity of France and Australia determines how effectively each 

country prioritises biodiversity. Empirically, I first estimate the degree of biodiversity 

prioritisation in the two countries, largely by drawing on environmental reports and 

complementary peer-reviewed literature between 2009 and 2019. Second, I assess and 

compare the two countries’ deliberative capacity on biodiversity. To do so, I outline the 

main characteristics of the deliberative system of the two countries regarding biodiversity 

and describe the similarities and differences between the two deliberative systems. To 

conduct the assessment of deliberative capacity, I combine discourse analysis 5  and 

elements of social network analysis. My analysis of discourses pays attention to the ways 

in which biodiversity is conceived by multiple actors of biodiversity governance in each 

country. My social network analysis provides information about the type of actors 

engaged in public discussion/debate on biodiversity, the potential interactions between 

them and the formation of coalitions. 

 
4 Notably through international environmental agreements. 
5 In order to identify the discourses that are grist for deliberation. 
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In addition, I use three data collection techniques. I first collect different types of 

documents, including media articles on biodiversity-related issues, consultation 

procedures,6 publications from diverse actors, and government strategies and policies. I 

also draw on interviews I conducted with key stakeholders of biodiversity governance in 

each country.7 Finally, I incorporate my observations of key events related to biodiversity 

governance that I attended in each country.8 These events included participants from both 

the public and the empowered spaces. Chapter 3 provides further details on the methods 

used in this study. 

1.4. Original contribution 

My research contributes to two bodies of literature. First, it provides theoretical 

development and empirical evidence on national and international biodiversity 

governance and comparative environmental politics. Second, it empirically tests some 

key claims from the literature on deliberative democracy, in particular those regarding 

the environmental benefits of deliberation. 

1.4.1. National biodiversity governance 

I aim to contribute to the body of literature regarding international and national 

biodiversity governance in three ways. 

First, while biodiversity has emerged as the preeminent scientific concept for talking 

about nature, I intend to emphasise how multiple actors define, value and frame this 

concept in different ways (Maitre d’Hôtel & Pelegrin, 2012). This diversity of 

interpretations is illustrated by the evolving variety of words and concepts (e.g. nature, 

ecosystem services, nature-based solutions) that designate biodiversity or certain aspects 

of it. The diversity of framings and values of biodiversity and/or competing concepts 

needs careful attention. This is partially what I aim to do in my discourse analysis on 

biodiversity. 

Second, I contribute to the literature on environmental policy integration (EPI) both 

theoretically and empirically. Theoretically, I explore two aspects of integration that are 

not yet well developed: a conflictual aspect and a democratic one. In the case of the former, 

 
6 In particular regarding the NBS of each country. 
7 15 in the French context and 13 in the Australian case. 
8 Three in France, four in Australia and one involving both countries at the international level. 
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I argue that any movement of integration inevitably leads to conflicts of values and 

potential changes to the priority order (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 2014). To reflect this 

conflictual dimension, I use the concept and framework of biodiversity prioritisation, 

which implies a change in the priority order and potential conflicts arising from it.9 In the 

case of latter, democratic, aspect, the EPI literature does not systematically scrutinise 

integration processes with regards to their relative inclusiveness, that is, it does not 

examine who is included (or not), how and to what extent. In contrast, I intend to make 

inclusiveness a central part of my assessment. Empirically, I evaluate biodiversity 

prioritisation for my two case studies, France and Australia. In addition, I outline the 

potential link between discursive settings, democratic and deliberative features and their 

contribution to the degree and type of biodiversity prioritisation in these two countries. 

Third, the literature on international biodiversity governance tends to attribute the failure 

of biodiversity governance to poor ‘implementation’ at the national level. In other words, 

the national level is often perceived as a failing level of international biodiversity (and 

environmental) governance. I argue, like Barry and Eckersley (2005), that the State can 

also be an active promoter of environmental protection. However, to do so, it needs the 

right discursive and democratic settings. Comparative environmental politics have 

approached this question. For instance, Dryzek et al. (2003) compared the degree of 

formation of the green State in the US, the UK, Germany and Norway by analysing the 

shape of their respective environmental movements, the influence of these movements on 

environmental policy outcomes and (in turn) on environmental performance. I contribute 

empirically to this literature by studying the deliberative setting of two countries, France 

and Australia, that differ significantly in their environmental performance. By doing so, 

I pay attention to the discourses that potentially allow the formation of features of the 

green State on biodiversity. 

1.4.2. Comparing systemic deliberative capacity 

A further aim of my research is to contribute to the literature on deliberative systems 

(Kuyper, 2015, Neblo, 2015, Parkinson & Mansbridge, 2012), particularly with regards 

to the comparison of deliberative systems (Boswell & Corbett, 2017) and environmental 

issues.  

 
9 Instead of the widely used and misleading concepts of ‘mainstreaming’ or ‘integration’. 
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With respect to the former body of literature, according to Boswell and Corbett (2017), a 

dialogue between deliberative scholars and comparative political scientists could expand 

the field of comparative politics beyond its two original and restricted traditions.10 I 

intend to contribute to this dialogue by providing some comparative empirical findings 

from a deliberative systems perspective. Such a comparison has already been undertaken 

on a specific component of deliberative systems. For instance, Mendonça and Ercan 

(2015) analysed and compared the deliberative potential of anti-government protests in 

Brazil and Turkey. However, comparative analysis of two whole deliberative systems has 

not yet been undertaken. In order to bridge this ‘gap’ in the literature to date, the present 

study provides an example of a comparison of two deliberative systems on a single 

common issue. To this end, I use the framework of deliberative capacity (Dryzek, 2009), 

which has previously been used to evaluate a single system at the global level (Stevenson 

& Dryzek, 2014) and at the national level (Curato, 2015, Parry, 2016a, Parry, 2016b). My 

research extends the use of this framework by taking a comparative perspective. 

With respect to the latter body of literature, green deliberative democrats have claimed 

that deliberative democracy provides multiple benefits to environmental governance 

(Baber & Bartlett, 2005, Smith, 2003, Stevenson & Dryzek, 2014). For example, they 

have claimed that deliberative democracy can prioritise public goods (e.g. environmental 

assets) and lead participants to take into account the interests of future generations and 

non-human nature (Baber & Bartlett, 2005, Smith, 2003, Stevenson & Dryzek, 2014). 

However, environmental case studies have not yet established the contribution of 

deliberative capacity to environmental policy outcomes, notably because they involve a 

single case study. A key objective of my study is to test some of the claims made by green 

deliberative democrats, in particular with regards to the potential of deliberative 

democracy to prioritise public goods (biodiversity, in this case). 

1.5. Structure of the thesis 

Chapter 2 details the literature I draw on and the theoretical framework. The chapter is 

divided into two parts. In the first, I discuss biodiversity and other related concepts 

(namely, ecosystem services, social-ecological systems and nature). I then summarise the 

literature on environmental policy integration and comparative environmental politics to 

 
10 The two traditions identified by the authors are either ‘rigid’ systematic comparison (e.g. big dataset, rigid 

definitions of democracy, poor understanding of context) or thick contextual description of an area studied. 
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explain the relevance of my framework on biodiversity prioritisation. In the second part, 

I show that democratic theories and deliberative democracy, in particular, provide useful 

tools to analyse and compare environmental politics. These tools are based on deliberative 

standards and help to assess democratic strengths and shortcomings. 

Chapter 3 outlines the methods I used to respond to the questions that emerged from the 

literature review. The chapter provides details about the case studies (France and 

Australia), two democratic countries with a well-developed environmental governance 

architecture. This chapter also describes the chosen timeframe (2009-19), the analytical 

framework and techniques (discourse analysis and social network analysis), as well as the 

data collection techniques (document collection, stakeholder interviews, event participant 

observations) employed. 

Chapter 4 assesses the extent to which biodiversity is (or is not) prioritised in the State 

and society in France and Australia within the period of time under study and up until the 

time of writing. The chapter shows that France has a relatively high level of biodiversity 

prioritisation and Australia a weak one. France has relatively solid budget/finance, legal, 

institutional and knowledge generation frameworks on biodiversity (in the highest third 

among OECD countries). In contrast, Australia scores relatively low on all these aspects 

(in the lowest third among OECD countries). 

Chapter 5 outlines the biodiversity discourses present in the French deliberative system 

within the same timeframe and assesses the presence and uptake of these discourses. The 

French public space has four biodiversity discourses: ecological collapse, ecological 

solidarity, ecological modernisation and economic development. Although the four 

discourses are present in the empowered space, they have unequal presence and uptake. 

Ecological modernisation is the most prominent discourse. This prominence provides a 

broad consensus on the ecological urgency of biodiversity loss and ‘ecological transition’ 

as a systemic answer. However, this broad consensus is inadequate to respond to the 

urgency raised by ecological collapse and ecological solidarity, which are in favour of 

systemic ruptures. Economic development advocates undermine attempts to push for 

more environmental regulation and attempt to slow the pace of the ecological transition. 

Chapter 6 replicates for the Australian case the discourse analysis I conducted for France 

in the previous chapter and over the same period of time. As in France, four discourses 
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are present in the Australian public space. Ecological modernisation and economic 

development are both present and share similar features to those discourses in France. 

The other two discourses are nature preservation and decolonising nature. In Australia, 

as in France, the four discourses have unequal presence and uptake in the empowered 

space. Economic development is the most prominent discourse. As a result, there is no 

consensus on the importance and definition of biodiversity. Instead, short-term economic 

growth and an ‘environment versus jobs’ frame of public debate are the dominant features. 

While decolonising nature and ecological modernisation are both marginalised in the 

empowered space, nature preservation plays a critical role. 

Chapter 7 is a comparative chapter. It compares each countrys’ deliberative setting in 

relation to its implication for deliberative capacity. In this sense, the chapter entails a 

comparison of the inclusiveness of the two systems and an analysis of the extent to which 

each system is authentic and (to some extent) consequential. Over the period of time 

studied, the French public space is shown to be more inclusive, allowing more discursive 

interaction than the Australian one, which is marked by antagonism and the pursuit of 

strategic interest. The inclusiveness of the two empowered spaces is limited by the 

institutionalisation of one specific discourse.11 In the two countries, the ‘institutionalised 

discourse’ is contested by the other discourses but to very different extents. In the French 

empowered space, there is a broad consensus on ecological transition that allows some 

(slow) biodiversity reform; whereas in the Australian empowered space, biodiversity is a 

polarising and undermined issue that only gains government traction on specific 

conservation issues. 

Chapter 8 analyses and compares mechanisms related to transmission and accountability 

in the two countries. In terms of transmission, France scores higher than Australia. The 

French score is largely explained by the multiple influential mechanisms outside the State 

(e.g. a well-established culture of environmental struggle, broad coalitions leading 

impactful media and policy campaigning) and inside the State (e.g. environmental 

corporatist institutions, some degree of international environmental leadership). In 

Australia, despite some transmission occurring in environmental struggles and media and 

policy campaigning, transmission is limited by a lack of government-led avenues to 

which to transmit environmental concerns. In terms of accountability, apart from 

 
11 Ecological modernisation in France and economic development in Australia. 
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international environmental institutions (notably the EU supranational level for France) 

that can play at times a sanctioning role, there are only limited moments of narrative 

accountability (and no systematic deliberative accountability) in either country. 

Chapter 9  entails a reflection on the underlying conditions that facilitate or obstruct 

French and Australian deliberative capacity on biodiversity. The major differences 

between the two countries relate to the assumed purpose of the State and the relative 

strength of civil society. These two features are found to be facilitators in the French case 

and obstacles in the Australian case. In France, there is a greater tendency to see the State 

as an active actor of social and environmental protection than in Australia, where the 

State’s legitimacy competes with less accountable but equally prominent institutions such 

as the market. Regarding civil society, while France is marked by a vibrant, converging 

and, often, ‘boiling’ public space, the Australian one is more individualistic, fragmented 

and, frequently, antagonistic. 

Finally, Chapter 10 concludes by synthesising the results of the comparative analysis 

conducted on the two deliberative systems in the previous chapters. This chapter 

emphasises two sets of findings: inclusiveness/authenticity and 

transmission/accountability. In the first set of findings, the French deliberative system on 

biodiversity is clearly shown to be more inclusive and authentic than Australia. The 

second set of findings indicates that both countries have weak accountability, although 

there is a greater variety of transmission mechanisms in France than in Australia, the two 

countries have weak accountability. This chapter then suggests ways to improve the two 

deliberative systems, notably with regards to the two sets of findings. I finally provide 

recommendations on biodiversity governance and on green deliberative democracy. 
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Chapter 2. Core concepts: biodiversity, its prioritisation and 

deliberative capacity 

2.1. Introduction 

This chapter identifies the key questions in the literature that have inspired this thesis. 

These key questions draw on three broad fields: biodiversity mainstreaming, comparative 

environmental politics and deliberative democracy. 

Environmental Policy Integration (EPI) scholars have advocated for the systematic 

integration of biodiversity across all areas of decision-making to address biodiversity loss. 

However, little has been achieved in terms of integration (or prioritisation, a term that I 

prefer to use, as explained in section 2.3.1 below) of biodiversity at multiple levels. Such 

poor results are attributed to a lack of leadership, transparency and accountability and an 

absence of productive interaction between competing interests. These attributes are key 

pillars of democratic theories. 

The literature on comparative environmental politics has explored the relationship 

between democracy and environmental commitment. There is no simple consensus that 

more democracy means more environmental commitment. A part of this literature 

suggests that democratic countries are more committed to environmental protection, 

including biodiversity conservation, than non-democratic countries. However, this 

systematic comparison is problematic as a binary distinction between democracy and 

non-democracy does not capture whether (and how) particular democratic features can 

partly explain the degree of environmental commitment, nor (in the more precise context 

of this study) the prioritisation of biodiversity in decision-making. Different bodies of 

literature touching on the environment (nation) State, ecological democracy or the green 

State have further explored the relationship between democracy and environmental 

protection. 

Among these bodies of literature, deliberative democrats provide a comprehensive 

analytical framework to understand how different features of democracy can enhance or 

be detrimental to environmental protection. The framework of deliberative capacity I use 
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is based on how inclusive,12 authentic13 and consequential14 decision-making processes 

are. This framework allows the comparison of different political systems by paying equal 

attention to the State, civil society and the relationship between these two entities. 

The chapter begins with a brief description of biodiversity loss and of its importance. I 

then outline the key characteristics of biodiversity prioritisation and how I assess these 

characteristics. Finally, I summarise the literature that explores the relationship between 

democracy and commitment to environmental protection. In particular, I describe the 

framework of deliberative capacity, which I assess according to the three criteria of 

inclusion, authenticity and impact. 

2.2. Biodiversity loss: an urgent but often invisible issue 

Along with nitrogen/phosphorus flows, climate change and land system change, 

biosphere integrity (earlier biodiversity loss) was judged as one of the four planetary 

boundaries already breached, according to Steffen et al. (2015), as mentioned earlier. 

Biodiversity loss is indeed identified as having been massively transgressed, and to a 

greater extent than other boundaries. However, biodiversity loss is less visible than 

climate change, despite being an equally urgent issue (IPBES, 2019, Legagneux et al., 

2018). I define biodiversity, its related concepts below and then explain why it is 

necessary to pay attention to biodiversity loss. 

2.2.1. What is biodiversity? 

The concept of biodiversity (or biological diversity) was first used by Lovejoy in 1980 

(Soulé & Wilcox, 1980). Since then, it has been widely used and defined in various ways, 

from a focus on taxonomy, which is based on species’ identification and quantification, 

to a focus on processes that impact the variability and diversity of life forms and the links 

between these life forms (DeLong, 1996). Biodiversity is both a descriptive and 

normative concept. As a descriptive concept, the UN Convention on Biological Diversity 

(CBD) defines biodiversity as the genetic, specific and ecosystemic variety that exists on 

Earth. On the three different but interrelated scales of genes, species and ecosystems, the 

concept of biodiversity refers to the composition (What it is made of), structure (How it 

 
12 Discourses and interests represented in decision-making 
13 Productive interaction between key actors. 
14 Impact of deliberation on policy or the broader society. 
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is organised) and functions (How it works) of each variation of life forms. As a normative 

concept, biodiversity emphasises the value of diversity and potential interdependence 

between all life forms (Morar et al., 2015). In this sense, the concept of biodiversity 

suggests that a more diverse system15 is more able to resist – or is more resilient to – rapid 

changes of conditions (e.g. climate change) that it faces.16 A similar focus on the value of 

diversity can be found in other societal discourses, such as multiculturalism, which sees 

ethnic and linguistic diversity as an asset for societies (Morar et al., 2015). The normative 

aspect of biodiversity has generated debates within the scientific community since the 

term has been introduced. I do not intend to take a position on these debates in the thesis, 

since biodiversity has become, for over 25 years, the most used concept in international 

environmental governance for discussing what is more commonly called ‘nature’. The 

CBD defines biodiversity as: 

the variability among living organisms from all sources including, inter alia, terrestrial, 

marine and other aquatic ecosystems and the ecological complexes of which they are 

part; this includes diversity within species, between species and of ecosystems (CBD, 

2010). 

The concept of biodiversity has been preferred over that of ‘nature’ as the latter once 

wrongly suggested that humans are separate from other species of plants and animals 

(Descola, 2001, Latour, 2004, Morin & Kern Anne, 1993). In this regard, biodiversity is 

closely related to more social-ecological concepts, such as ecosystem services/functions 

or Nature’s Contributions to People (NCP). The functions that ecosystems provide are of 

different types. They can be regulating, like carbon sequestration, provisioning, such as 

food or medicines and cultural in terms of spiritual or educational practices. The 

Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 

(IPBES) has recently adopted NCP as a central concept. Pascual et al. (2017) consider the 

concept of NCP as a link between nature and good quality of life. NCP not only involves 

benefits that people obtain from the rest of nature, but also the detrimental effects 

unhealthy ecosystems can have on people. However, considering NCP is a recent and 

evolving concept used at the international and supranational (EU) level, I keep the 

 
15 For instances, greater genetic diversity within species, greater number of species and species’ populations and 

healthier ecosystems based on a greater specific diversity. 
16 Common examples used to illustrate how biodiversity help adapting to climate change are the low or highly diverse 

mangrove and saltmarsh coastal systems. 
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concept of biodiversity as the central concept of the thesis but also use related concepts 

when relevant, particularly in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6. 

2.2.2. Why does biodiversity matter? 

Environmental scientists have shown that ongoing changes in biodiversity trends and 

patterns – known as biodiversity loss, biodiversity change or biodiversity erosion17 – are 

now predominantly due to human-driven pressures, particularly since the 1970s (Ceballos 

et al., 2015). These changes involve ecosystem deterioration, increases in the species 

extinction rate and decreases in species’ population (Boeuf, 2012, CBD, 2014, United 

Nations Environment Program, 2012). Biodiversity loss is usually attributed to six 

human-driven pressures: (1) overexploitation of species, (2) invasive alien species, (3) 

pollution, (4) climate change, (5) degradation and fragmentation or (6) destruction of 

habitats due to agriculture, aquaculture and/or residential or commercial development 

(Butchart et al., 2010). However, the overarching factor of biodiversity loss (and other 

environmental issues) is the increase in global production and consumption of material 

goods, notably due to a significant increase in per capita consumption and global trade 

(Waters et al., 2016).18 

Many reports note that the state of biodiversity and the pace of its loss are alarming.  The 

IPBES Global Assessment stated for example that about 25% of known species may be 

threatened with extinction by 2050 (IPBES, 2019). Many scientists consider the ongoing 

pace of biodiversity loss as a manifestation of the ‘sixth mass extinction’ (Ceballos et al., 

2015) or the beginning of a ‘biological annihilation’ (Ceballos et al., 2017). Apart from 

its direct impacts on non-humans, this potential extinction or annihilation has of course 

huge implications for human populations as biodiversity is the living architecture of the 

Earth system, without which human societies cannot survive. As previously mentioned, 

biodiversity loss is the most transgressed planetary boundary (Steffen et al., 2015). In 

other words, with the ongoing pace of biodiversity loss, the core roles that biodiversity 

plays in maintaining a liveable Earth system could be at risk.19 

 
17 Depending on the authors, these three terms are used to designate long-term modification of the trends and patterns 

of biodiversity. To be consistent, I use ‘biodiversity loss’ throughout the thesis, as it is the most widely used term. 
18 Some authors also emphasise the role of population growth. However, population growth is particularly 

problematic when associated with major increase in per capita consumption. 
19 According to the authors, biodiversity (or biosphere) plays two key roles in keeping the Earth habitable: functional 

and resilient. The first role is linked to how biodiversity contributes to regulating other cycles (boundaries) such as 

nutrients or chemicals. The second role is related to the genetic diversity and its capacity to resist to rapid changes in 

conditions such as climate change. 
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While climate change has received significant public, scientific and political attention in 

the last decade, biodiversity loss has been an almost ‘invisible’ issue, despite being 

equally alarming (Legagneux et al., 2018). Far from being competing issues, climate 

change and biodiversity loss go hand in hand and need to be given equal attention. First, 

climate change increases the pace of biodiversity loss (IPBES, 2019). Second, focusing 

only on climate change runs the risk of considering climate change solely as a technical 

issue based on energy production and consumption rather than one related to the broader 

question of (un)sustainable use of land and resources (Julliard, 2019). Third, maintaining 

biodiversity constitutes one of the main options for adapting to a changing climate and 

mitigating climate change, notably through the sequestration of carbon (Pascual et al., 

2017). 

2.3. Addressing biodiversity loss 

Many observers and scholars believe that, like climate change and other global 

environmental issues, biodiversity loss is a complex issue that requires systemic change, 

or ‘transformative change’, as the IPBES put it (IPBES, 2019). Many authors and 

institutions have advocated for a systemic integration of biodiversity in decision-making 

as part of a toolkit for responding to biodiversity loss. Below, I briefly explain the origin 

of biodiversity integration (or mainstreaming) and outline the main problems of this 

policy instrument. I then suggest an alternative and more comprehensive policy 

instrument, biodiversity prioritisation and discuss how to assess it. 

2.3.1. A case for biodiversity prioritisation? 

For decades, there have been multiple attempts to tackle biodiversity loss globally.20 The 

most prominent global institution directly dedicated to reducing or even halting 

biodiversity loss is the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). 21 The CBD has been 

ratified by most countries. By ratifying the CBD, nations or parties have committed to 

 
20 For instance, the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) is a 

multilateral agreement initiated in the 1960s aiming at reducing or stopping trade of some wild species if their 

survival in the wild is threatened. Other global institutions such as the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), the Marine 

Stewardship Council (MSC), or international treaties like the Ramsar convention on wetlands have promoted 

conservation and sustainable use of specific ecosystems. The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the 

United Nations Development Program (UNDP) have supported, among others, on-ground actions involving 

sustainable use of biodiversity. 
21 Originated in 1992 during the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. Since 1992, the CBD became the main international 

organisation responsible for biodiversity conservation, management and benefit-sharing. Apart from the US, South 

Sudan, Andorra and Holy See, all nations have ratified the CBD. 
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further the objectives of the Convention. One of the most prominent objectives of the 

CBD is biodiversity mainstreaming, which consists in the integration of conservation, 

sustainable use and benefit-sharing of biodiversity into policy sectors not normally 

considered environmental such as finance, defence, trade or agriculture (Redford et al., 

2015). Although funding of activities related to biodiversity mainstreaming started in the 

mid-1990s, biodiversity mainstreaming has become more prominent on the CBD agenda 

since the eighth CBD Conference of the Parties (COP) in 2006 (Redford et al., 2015). For 

example, the 2010-2020 Aichi Targets, adopted by the 10th meeting of the CBD COP, 

stated that by 2020 ‘biodiversity values [will] integrated into national and local 

development and poverty reduction strategies and planning processes’ (CBD 2010). More 

recently, the CBD COP in 2016 focused primarily on the implementation of biodiversity 

mainstreaming (CBD, 2016). 

Biodiversity mainstreaming is rooted in the theory and practice of Environmental Policy 

Integration (EPI). The report of the United Nations (UN) World Commission on 

Environment and Development (WCED) in 1987, also known as the Brundtland report, 

represents a landmark in terms of environmental policy integration (Persson, 2004). The 

Brundtland report advocated for a sustainable model of development that considers 

economic, social and environmental aspects to be on an equal footing. In the 1990s, EPI 

was promoted by key international and supranational organisations such as the United 

Nations (UN), the Organisation for Co-operation and Economic Development (OECD) 

and the European Union (EU), to further integrate environmental concerns into core 

governmental functions and development patterns (Halpern et al., 2008). However, this 

vision of mainstreaming or integration was largely government-focused, bureaucratic or 

simply consultative and not particularly transformative (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 

2017). This is potentially because EPI literature deals mainly with governance, policy, 

and administrative structures and processes. Because biodiversity loss is deeply related 

to broad economic and political drivers such as consumption and production patterns, 

mainstreaming requires transformation of governance rather than marginal changes in a 

few governmental or industrial sectors (Leuzinger et al., 2016). 

When it comes to mainstreaming biodiversity into decision-making, little has been 

achieved at multiple levels, notably because this policy instrument has been characterised 

as problematic by many countries and EPI scholars (Campbell et al., 2014). At the 
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international level, Campbell et al. (2014) analysed the discussions of the 10th CBD COP 

in 2010 and found that biodiversity mainstreaming was problematic for many countries, 

but for different reasons. For instance, Australia and New Zealand were strictly against 

biodiversity-friendly incentives if these incentives could distort trade agreements or other 

international obligations. In a different way, the Philippines and Bolivia expressed 

reservations about integrating biodiversity, or nature, through monetary mechanisms into 

sectors other than the environment, arguing that the social, cultural, spiritual and intrinsic 

values of biodiversity cannot be fully considered in such mechanisms. At the national 

level, EPI scholars have also admitted that biodiversity mainstreaming is problematic and 

poorly achieved (Chandra & Idrisova, 2011). Chandra and Idrisova explained for instance 

that productive sectors’ (e.g. tourism, fisheries and agriculture, especially livestock) focus 

on short-term benefits and solely on private profit prevent them from monitoring and 

addressing negative impacts on local biodiversity. Such a gap between short-term vision 

and long-term priorities is difficult, particularly (but not only) for developing countries 

that have urgent socio-economic issues to address (Adenle et al., 2015). Finally, EPI 

scholars have pointed out the importance of the social, economic and political contexts 

and difficulties associated with those contexts in efforts to integrate biodiversity and other 

environmental concerns into decision-making (Cowling et al., 2008). Nunan et al. (2012) 

reported that even a mix of vertical and horizontal governmental arrangements still fails 

to facilitate long-term integration of environmental concerns across sectors when 

environmental units or institutions lack a sufficient political and administrative mandate, 

as well as financial and human resources.22 

While Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al. (2014) consider that ‘integration’ is about adding an 

element to take into account whereas ‘mainstreaming’ implies changing the focus towards 

this element that has been integrated, these two concepts are still problematic. Both 

suggest that the process of moving concerns from one sector to the others can be smooth. 

Indeed, integration and mainstreaming do not outline the potential conflicts between 

different sectors (e.g. social, environmental and economic) or different actors from the 

same sector (e.g. actors defending a more or less transformative line or different types of 

priorities) that can occur during the process of transmission of concern. This critique of 

 
22 Vertical arrangements refers both to environmental units within sectors/departments/ministries and across level of 

government (local, state/provincial, federal), and horizontal arrangements to cross-departmental/ministerial 

environmental institutions. 
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both integration and mainstreaming for their lack of clarity about conflicts between 

different interpretations and interests was more explicit in the literature on gender 

mainstreaming than in that on biodiversity mainstreaming (Squires, 2005, Walby, 2005). 

Reflecting on this critique, instead of biodiversity mainstreaming or integration I use the 

concept of biodiversity prioritisation throughout this thesis. 

2.3.2. How to assess biodiversity prioritisation? 

Existing frameworks evaluating biodiversity mainstreaming do not offer a comprehensive 

set of options to assess biodiversity prioritisation at a broad level. For instance, the Global 

Environment Facility (GEF) – a financial mechanism for several international 

conventions including the CBD – established a framework that distinguishes policy inputs, 

outputs, outcomes and their impacts (GEF Secretariat, 2016).23 While this framework 

suits a project evaluation at the local or regional level, when it comes to the national level, 

it lacks intermediate criteria in between outputs and outcomes. At the national level, 

Sarkki et al. (2016) evaluated the degree of social learning occurring during the process 

of creating a National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP) in Finland. 

However, if social learning is important in determining the potential increase in mutual 

understanding between actors from different sectors having to work together, it is not a 

complete strategy. Change in terms of institutions, policy and practice should also be 

considered as an equally important pillar of biodiversity prioritisation. 

To provide a more comprehensive evaluation based on a mix of inputs, outputs and 

outcomes of biodiversity prioritisation, I have combined elements from two sources. First, 

I have been inspired by the frameworks used in the literature on ‘environmental (nation) 

state’ (Duit, 2016, Mol, 2016) and national environmental capacity (Janicke et al., 1997), 

both based on the Agenda 21, a UN framework designed to implement sustainable 

development. Second, I have used aspects of the framework developed in the IPBES 

capacity-building guidelines to strengthen national science-policy interfaces on 

biodiversity (IPBES, 2017). These references offer a more comprehensive vision of the 

structural changes needed to potentially address biodiversity loss than the specific 

literature on biodiversity mainstreaming discussed in the previous section. I have gathered 

 
23 For example, for habitat loss reduction (impact), the GEF looked at the data collection or database development on 

land-use (inputs), the spatial and land-use planning (outputs) and the proportion of production landscapes that 

integrates conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity (outcomes). 
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categories used in these two fields – the environmental (nation) State and capacity-

building – into a framework of biodiversity prioritisation that involves five components: 

• public attitudes towards biodiversity conservation and sustainable use priority 

• the budgetary and financial framework on biodiversity 

• the legal framework on biodiversity 

• the institutional/administrative framework on biodiversity 

• the knowledge generation framework on biodiversity 

The following table (Table 2-1) shows how the components of biodiversity prioritisation 

(first column from the left) correspond to the literature on the environmental State (second 

column), the capabilities of the UN agenda 21 (third column) and the IPBES capacity 

building framework (fourth column). 

Table 2-1: Components of biodiversity prioritisation and other relevant frameworks 

Components of 

biodiversity 

prioritisation 

Other relevant frameworks 

Environmental 

(nation) State 

UN agenda 21 

capabilities 

IPBES capacity-

building 

framework 

(1) Public attitudes 

towards biodiversity 

prioritisation 

People’s attitude and 

opinion 
Human capability Public participation 

(2) Budgetary and 

finance framework 

Environmental budget 

(Mol), redistribution 

(Duit, Koch and Fritz) 

Resources Financial resources 

(3) Legal framework Regulation 
Institutional 

capability 
Technical resources 

(4) Institutional/ 

administrative 

framework 

Administration (site of 

contestation and 

decision) 

Institutional 

capability 

Multi-stakeholder 

engagement 

(5) Knowledge 

generation framework 

Knowledge generation 

(expert, ideas) 

Scientific, 

technological 

Access to data/ 

information and 

knowledge 

 

I develop each of the five components of biodiversity prioritisation in the following 

chapter on methods and in Chapter 4, which assesses biodiversity prioritisation in my 

case studies. 
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2.4. Does democracy contribute to biodiversity prioritisation? 

The literature on biodiversity (and environment) mainstreaming has not yet considered 

the link between democratic features and mainstreaming in a systematic way. In their 

frameworks of levers and barriers to biodiversity mainstreaming, Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen 

et al. (2017) consider that environmental non-government organisations (ENGOs) are key 

motivational actors. According to their frameworks, effective biodiversity mainstreaming 

mainly relies on individual and institutional capacity, transparency and communication 

between actors. These elements are key attributes of democracy and central components 

of democratic theories. Deconstructing the idea of a single smooth mainstreaming process, 

Squires (2005) has pointed out the risks and opportunities of mainstreaming processes 

with regards to their (un)democratic potential. Squires argues that mainstreaming or 

integration processes can take different forms that can imply either a democratic 

improvement or, on the contrary, a decline in democracy.24 Below, I intend to outline how 

the literature has framed and addressed the intersection of democracy and environmental 

protection. 

2.4.1. What is the relationship between democracy and the environment? 

The literature on comparative environmental policy has systematically analysed the link 

between environmental commitment and democracy. Bättig and Bernauer (2009) 

demonstrated that democratic countries show higher international commitment to stricter 

environmental policies (e.g. by ratifying binding international environmental agreements) 

than non-democratic countries. Such correlation is attributed to the capacity for concerned 

citizens in democratic countries to influence political outcomes in multiple ways, 

including the ballot box, pressure groups, social movement activity, the free media and 

local political structures (Bättig & Bernauer, 2009, Bernauer et al., 2013, Bernauer et al., 

2008, Bernauer et al., 2010a, Bernauer et al., 2010b, Mohrenberg et al., 2016, Neumayer, 

2002, Payne, 1995). However, the comparison between the two categories of ‘democratic’ 

and ‘non-democratic’ countries is problematic as democracy is arguably better thought of 

 
24 Squires typology of mainstreaming is based on gender aspects. The author identifies three different models of 

mainstreaming: integrationist (based on expertise), agenda-setting (based on identity groups) and transformative 

(based on political citizens). The third model, Squires argues, is best equipped to ensure that mainstreaming actually 

occurs. The author mentions that the third model is sensitive to and more inclusive of diverse interpretations of social 

(gender) norms, avoids rhetorical entrapment (linked to the technocratic aspect of the first model) and involves long-

term cultural transformation, rather than changes exclusively related to governmental functioning. This model favours 

deliberative processes rather than bureaucratic (integrationist) or simply consultative models (agenda-setting). 
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as a continuum,25 rather than as a strictly binary classification. Moreover, the comparison 

does not consider the extent of a country’s economic development, which is likely to play 

a major role in environmental policy (e.g. a famine or war may logically halt actions 

towards more environmental conservation). Finally, such a comparison does not capture 

the degree of commitment towards environmental policy within the category of 

‘democratic’ countries. In other words, a dualism between ‘democratic’ and ‘non-

democratic’ countries fails to identify what particular democratic features make a real 

difference in contributing to furthering environmental commitment. 

The literature on the environmental (nation) State (Duit, 2016, Mol, 2016), ecostate (Koch 

& Fritz, 2014), green State (Dryzek et al., 2003, Eckersley, 2004), the democracy ‘of 

things’ (Latour, 2004) and ecological democracy (Bourg, 2011, Eckersley, 2020) 

addresses the relationship between the type of State, type of democracy and degree of 

environmental commitment in much greater depth. The aforementioned authors all point 

out the shortcomings of current political (and democratic) institutions, often embedded in 

an anthropocentric (usually Eurocentric) conception of democracy (Eckersley, 1990, 

Latour, 2004) marked by a ‘myopia’ towards long-term (social and environmental) 

interests (Papaux & Bourg, 2010). Apart from sharing the same diagnosis, these 

researchers all suggest ways to simultaneously improve democratic decision-making 

processes and environmental policy outcomes. For instance, at a relatively abstract level, 

Latour (2004) advocates for an assembly (or parliament) of ‘things’ that would radically 

transform existing political institutions by incorporating non-human interests, like other 

species and viruses, that are not granted political representation in existing democratic 

institutions. Similarly, Eckersley (2017b) appeals for democracy to be rethought in light 

of changes in the Earth system (e.g. crossing planetary boundaries). Such rethinking 

involves redefining who is a part of the demos and what their territory is (Eckersley, 

2017a). The author argues that changes in the geological conditions of the Earth should 

be a call for humility and should force current (human-centric) liberal democracies to 

extend the demos beyond humans and national borders. More practically, (Dryzek, 2008) 

argues that certain practices of democracy can already exhibit some (weak) features of a 

green State, that is, a State that considers environmental protection as a major imperative. 

In particular, he suggests that social-democratic welfare States and coordinated market 

 
25 From less to more democratic governmental settings. 
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economies like those existing in Northern European countries are ‘better placed’ to handle 

the intersection of social and environmental policies than liberal market economies such 

as those in the UK, Australia or the US.  

Mol (2016) empirically studied how the environmental nation State26 in different OECD 

countries evolved over time (between 1990 and 2010). He demonstrated that, during this 

period, in most OECD countries – with different types of State and democratic institutions 

– there was a decline in governmental environmental protection27 contrasted with more 

State intervention in strategic sectors such as economic stimulation or security (e.g. 

counterterrorism). However, liberal welfare States like Australia and Canada experienced 

a much greater decline in the quality of their environmental State than European countries 

like France, Germany or Northern European countries (Duit, 2016, Mol, 2016). Such a 

relationship between the type of State, type of democracy and environmental commitment 

is particularly developed in the theory of deliberative democracy (Dryzek, 2002). The 

role of democracy in environmental protection being a primary question in this study, I 

describe below the environmental claims made in deliberative democratic theories. 

2.4.2. A case for deliberative democratic theories? 

As opposed to minimal definitions of democracy that primarily (or only) consider 

democracy as voting, deliberative democrats advocate for a talk-centric democracy in 

which discussion between affected interests plays a central role. In Chambers’ terms, 

deliberation involves participants who produce ‘reasonable’ and ‘well-informed opinions’ 

based on discussions in which they can ‘revise their preferences’ by taking into account 

new information, claims or arguments made by other participants (Chambers, 2003). In 

addition, deliberative processes must have an impact on the final decision. Bächtiger et 

al. summarise the above deliberative requirements by stating that: 

[d]eliberative democracy is grounded in an ideal in which people come together, on 

the basis of equal status and mutual respect, to discuss the political issues they face 

and, on the basis of those discussions, decide on the policies that will then affect their 

lives (Bächtiger et al., 2018: 2). 

 
26 As conceptualised by Mol, the environmental nation State includes numerous indicators such as the stringency of 

environmental policies, the staff capacity of environmental agencies, or the budget associated with environmental 

expenditure. 
27 However, he argues that this decline does not systematically mean less environmental protection and is also not 

equal in every country, as civil society can take part of environmental concerns and authority (Mol 2016, but also 

Dryzek 2000). 
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Deliberative democracy is a normative theory. In this sense, it establishes standards (or 

requirements) for both evaluating existing democratic practices and institutions and 

proposing ways of making them more deliberative. As Chambers puts it, 

deliberative democracy suggests ways in which we can enhance democracy and 

criticize institutions that do not live up to the normative standard (Chambers, 2003: 

309). 

In other words, deliberative democracy provides both a critical lens to assess the 

democratic quality (or capacity) of decision-making processes and a set of tools to 

improve their quality when they do not perform according to the normative standards. 

Deliberative democracy has become a prominent field in political science since the late 

1990s (Duran & Truong, 2013, Goodin, 2008). Despite its focus on discussion, which 

makes it distinctive from other democratic theories, deliberative democracy is a plural 

field with two major types of proponents: liberal Constitutionalists and critical 

deliberative democrats (Dryzek, 2002). 28  The former, sometimes called ‘liberal 

deliberativists’, believe in clear sets of procedures that guide institutionalised deliberative 

practices and a relatively narrow list of means of communication accepted as rational. 

Key authors in this stream are Rawls, Cohen and Gutmann and Thomson (Estlund, 2012). 

The latter, i.e. critical deliberative democrats, defend a more ‘tolerant’ (some authors 

would say ‘radical’) vision of deliberation that accepts different modes of communication 

in both form29 and substance30 (Dryzek, 2002, Ogien & Laugier, 2010), Laugier et al. 

2010). Dryzek, Benhabib, or Iris Young are key representatives of this tendency. For these 

authors, a critical or oppositional civil society is the primary source of democratic 

improvements and contestation. These authors are also concerned with structural 

inequality (e.g. socio-economic, political, racial, gendered and/or environmental) that 

marginalises some groups or interests in existing institutions and they are interested in 

deliberative and non-deliberative ways that allow institutions to be more authentically 

inclusive. This thesis subscribes to the second tendency, as it provides an analytical lens 

more open to plural mechanisms and means of communication through which 

 
28 Estlund 2012 identifies a third tendency, civic republicanism, gathering authors like Rousseau, Dewey, or Arendt, 

that have not directly focused on deliberation per se. They have rather focused on processes that increase legitimacy 

by for instance guaranteeing an absolute right to protest and be heard or by advocating for the use of sortition as a 

complementary mechanism for selecting political representatives (Rousseau 1762). This third tendency can be 

perceived as being between liberal Constitutionalists and radical democrats by incorporating components of each. 
29 E.g. the use of protests, art, civil disobedience. 
30 E.g. importance of emotions alongside rational arguments. 
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marginalised environmental interests can reach decision-making arenas. Across these two 

tendencies, many authors have argued for a relationship between plural deliberative and 

democratic practices and better environmental policy outputs and outcomes (Baber & 

Bartlett, 2005, Smith, 2003, Stevenson & Dryzek, 2014). Along this path, green 

deliberative democrats (Baber & Bartlett, 2005, Smith, 2003, Stevenson & Dryzek, 2014) 

have claimed that deliberative democracy can: 

• prioritise public goods and generalisable interests such as water or air quality  

• produce collective responses to complex issues through the coordination of actors 

with different partial perspectives 

• promote environmental rights of citizens (e.g. to clean air/water or green spaces) 

and environmental obligations (e.g. with regards to future generations or people 

most impacted by environmental damage) 

• offer more creative and sensible solutions than through bargaining between fixed 

positions. 

Since the 2010s, deliberative democrats have embraced a more systemic approach to 

deliberation according to which decision-making processes are studied as a whole and 

not only as a single deliberative step of decision-making processes such as consultation 

(Kuyper, 2015, Neblo, 2015, Parkinson & Mansbridge, 2012). From a systemic 

perspective, non-deliberative acts such as protests can have a positive influence on the 

deliberative quality of the system as a whole by, for instance, voicing interests that are 

otherwise ignored in the formal decision-making process (Curato, 2015, Dryzek, 2009). 

Dryzek’s scheme of deliberative systems is very well adapted to the comparison of 

systems, as it is general enough to be applied to different institutional arrangements and 

political settings (Dryzek, 2009). In my research, I use four components of Dryzek’s 

scheme: public space, empowered space, transmission and accountability.31 

1. The public space signifies the sphere where a diversity of viewpoints is expressed. 

It involves the media, social movements, activist associations, virtual (e.g. blogs, 

forums, social media) or physical locations (e.g. cafés, classrooms, bars, public 

 
31 Dryzek and Stevenson (2014) add two components of reflexivity (or meta-deliberation) and decisiveness, which 

will not be developed in this study. 
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squares) where people can gather and talk, public hearings and citizen-based 

forums. 

2. The empowered space is where public authority gets exercised. It comprises 

legislatures (e.g. Parliament), corporatist councils, sectoral committees in a 

corporatist system, cabinets, Constitutional courts and empowered stakeholder 

dialogues. 

3. Transmission consists of the means by which the public space can influence the 

empowered space. These means include political campaigns, rhetoric, arguments, 

cultural change affected by social movements, personal links between actors in 

the public and empowered spaces. 

4. Accountability entails the means by which those in the empowered space have to 

justify their decisions to other actors in the empowered space and those potentially 

affected by the decisions in the public space. Elections are one of the most 

common means, although they are not especially deliberative in their current form. 

Some scholars have used a systemic deliberative democratic perspective to study the 

handling of environmental issues in different political systems. In particular, Stevenson 

and Dryzek (2014) evaluated the deliberative capacity of global climate governance and 

pointed out multiple deliberative shortcomings in the public space (e.g. the lack of 

engagement across discourses or face-to-face meetings between climate scientists and 

other aspects of the public space), in the empowered space (e.g. some discourses such as 

green radicalism are marginalised) and between the two spaces (e.g. the lack of formal 

inclusion of non-State actors such as NGOs in the empowered space). On a different issue, 

namely, a controversial national debate on foxhunting in the United Kingdom (UK), Parry 

argued that more deliberative practices could increase the inclusion of non-human voices 

and enhance animal-friendly policies and behaviours. Parry’s description of the 

deliberative system regarding foxhunting in the UK consists of five components: the 

private-public space, the empowered space, transmission, accountability and meta-

deliberation (Parry, 2016a, Parry, 2016b). Both studies (those of Stevenson/Dryzek and 

Parry) offer a comprehensive evaluation of the deliberative quality of one deliberative 

system. My study contributes to this emerging literature by comparing the deliberative 

capacity of two political systems on the specific issue of biodiversity. As my perspective 
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is a comparative one, I do not intend to discuss this subject at the same level of detail as 

Stevenson/Dryzek and Parry reach in their respective work. 

2.4.3. How to assess systemic deliberative capacity? 

Deliberative democrats have developed multiple types of evaluation of the quality of 

deliberation – e.g. discourse quality index (Steiner, 2012) and standards for deliberation 

(Mansbridge, 2015) – based on different sets of criteria – e.g. democratic quality of 

deliberation (Nanz & Steffek, 2005) and deliberative capacity (Dryzek, 2009). Dryzek’s 

notion of deliberative capacity is the best-suited evaluative framework for this study as it 

can be applied to large-scale political settings such as national level decision-making 

processes. Dryzek distinguishes three criteria (or ideals and/or virtues) of deliberative 

capacity: authenticity, inclusiveness (or inclusion) and consequentiality (or impact).  

1. At the systemic level, authentic deliberation induces reflection upon preferences 

in a non-coercive way, claims connected to more general principles and 

reciprocity32 (Stevenson & Dryzek, 2014). 

2. Inclusiveness consists of the range of interests and/or discourses represented in a 

political setting. Without inclusion of all participants on an equal footing, there is 

deliberation but not deliberative democracy. 

3. Finally, consequential deliberation involves the impact of deliberative practices 

on collective outcomes. The outcomes can be a formal agreement on a decision 

(e.g. policy, law or strategy) but also a contribution to social learning, mutual trust 

or even cultural change. 

The empirical literature evaluating the deliberative capacity of a system offers some 

evaluation avenues. Curato (2015) provides the most developed work on the deliberative 

capacity of the Philippines. Curato challenges the democratic model that Morlino et al. 

(2011) use to evaluate democracy in the context of Asia-Pacific countries. She argues that 

their model focuses on an electoral perspective of democracy that misses the role played 

by the vibrant civil society of the Philippines. In line with this critical vision of 

deliberative democracy, my study is designed to follow Curato’s evaluation of 

 
32 The term reciprocity involves respect for other people’s views, sincerity, attempt to communicate in ways that 

make sense to others that do not share one’s framework and efforts to be constructive in finding mutually acceptable 

outcomes. 
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deliberative capacity by paying equal attention to political activities occurring in civil 

society, in the State and between the two. To assess deliberative capacity, I primarily look 

at discourses on biodiversity and how these discourses are represented in different parts 

of different deliberative systems. The next chapter on methods will provide more details 

about how I assess the different criteria (or ideals) of deliberative capacity on biodiversity. 

2.5. Conclusion 

In summary, the aim of this thesis is to understand to what extent deliberative capacity 

on biodiversity contributes (negatively or positively) to biodiversity prioritisation. To this 

end, I compare whether existing differences in terms of biodiversity prioritisation reflect 

actual differences in terms of deliberative capacity on biodiversity. I thus respond to two 

underdeveloped aspects of the literature mentioned above: one regarding biodiversity 

prioritisation and one regarding deliberative capacity. 

In discussing biodiversity prioritisation, I have shown that the empirical and theoretical 

literature lacks systematic consideration of the political, particularly democratic, 

dimension. My intention is therefore to reflect on whether (and how) deliberative 

democratic institutions and processes can influence biodiversity prioritisation. 

As noted in my review of the literature on deliberative democracy in this chapter, previous 

studies on systemic deliberative capacity in relation to environmental issues focus on one 

case only. I intend to extend this literature by comparing two cases, France and Australia, 

in order to understand to what extent deliberative capacity on biodiversity influences 

biodiversity prioritisation. I also take another explanatory angle by enquiring the 

particular features of the two cases that contribute to deliberative capacity. 

Chapter 3 provides further details on the assessment of biodiversity prioritisation and of 

deliberative capacity on biodiversity. It also explains the research methods and techniques 

used to collect and analyse data in this study. 
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Chapter 3. Methods and data 

3.1. Introduction 

The previous chapter has outlined the key questions that emerged from the literature 

review. Numerous studies reviewed point out that limited implementation at the national 

level is a major factor contributing to the failure of international biodiversity governance. 

Such limited implementation is notably due to a lack of coherence between national 

environmental regulatory schemes, national biodiversity strategies and CBD strategic 

plans (Chandra & Idrisova, 2011). Some authors have stressed the importance of the type 

of nation-state involved as a factor that may foster or obstruct the protection of public 

goods such as environmental assets (Barry & Eckersley, 2005, Bättig & Bernauer, 2009, 

Dryzek et al., 2003, Neumayer, 2002). I draw on the literature on deliberative democracy 

to further explore whether different democratic features produce different policy 

outcomes on biodiversity. In other words, I attempt to understand the extent to which the 

deliberative capacity of a country on biodiversity can determine how effectively it 

prioritises biodiversity. 

This chapter outlines the methods I use to answer this question. My research uses two 

case studies, France and Australia, two countries that following the recommendations of 

King et al. (1994), have deliberately been selected because they do not share a similar 

value of the dependent variable. In other words, the two countries have very different 

degrees of biodiversity prioritisation. Indeed, they constitute extreme cases among 

industrialised liberal democracies. The aim is to understand what exactly in their 

deliberative systems helps in prioritising (or dismissing) a common asset like biodiversity. 

I first explain the type of case studies I conducted and why these case studies are relevant 

for my research question. Second, I provide more details about the analytical frameworks 

I use. Third, I describe the data collection techniques. 

3.2. Case studies 

In this first section I characterise the type of case studies I conduct. I then explain the 

relevance of the two case studies of France and Australia. Finally, I briefly discuss the 

choice of the 2009-19 timeframe. 
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3.2.1. Type of case studies 

According to Thacher (2006), there are three types (or models) of case studies: causal, 

interpretive and normative. The causal case study aims to identify causal relationships 

between actions/conditions and their consequences (King et al., 1994). Causal case 

studies are primarily used in comparative research. In contrast, interpretive case studies 

are used to document and understand how people’s subjectivity (e.g. motivations, 

worldviews) give meaning to their actions (Geertz, 1973). Usually, interpretivists adopt 

a detached pose as they precisely describe the values of their subject(s). Unlike these first 

two models of case study, both of which tend to offer an explanation,33 normative case 

studies do not try to directly provide explanations (Thacher, 2006). Rather, they try to 

convince readers to change the way they frame values, ideals or obligations by combining 

empirical observation with (sometimes counterintuitive) normative judgements. 

Normative case studies can in turn help different actors (e.g. practitioners or researchers) 

to reframe or revise values that were previously accepted as the only legitimate values. 

For example, Thacher describes how Jacobs’ (1961) normative case study on urban life 

in the United States influenced the perspectives and practices of urban planning.34 

Considering my research is a cross-case comparison of the determinants of biodiversity 

prioritisation, I engage in seeking an explanation. However, it is impossible to do a case 

study without interpretation. I therefore also draw on the interpretive case study model. 

Finally, without strictly following Thacher’s normative case study methodology, I draw 

some normative lessons based on my empirical results and some normative lessons 

related to deliberative democracy. In this sense, I analyse empirical observations through 

a normative lens to evaluate the deliberative capacity of France and Australia on 

biodiversity. Complementarily, I also take an explanatory perspective that draws on the 

interpretive case study model as I seek to understand if there is a relationship between 

differences in deliberative capacity (conditions) and biodiversity prioritisation 

(outcomes). To do so, I compare how France and Australia perform with regards to these 

two aspects. 

 
33 Though in a less obvious way in the interpretive than in the causal model (e.g. one’s worldview can potentially 

explain one’s behaviour). 
34 Being primarily framed around aesthetic modernist norms detached from residents’ perspectives (e.g. symmetry, 

grandiosity) in the 1960s, urban planning started to incorporate (though not systematically) resident’s perception of 

and need for both spaces of sociability and privacy to improve their quality of everyday life. 
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3.2.2. Comparing France and Australia 

On the one hand, the most crucial recommendation that King et al. (1994) make is to 

avoid selecting cases based on the dependent variable. I have followed this advice in 

selecting France and Australia, as the state of biodiversity and ecosystems in these 

countries are very different. According to numerous indicators of the state of biodiversity 

and ecosystems, France scores among the highest in the global West,35 and Australia 

among the lowest (Wendling et al., 2020). On the other hand, fruitful comparisons require 

some similarities and some differences across cases (Bennett, 2004). In this respect, 

comparing France and Australia has numerous advantages. They share similar features in 

that they are both liberal democracies and industrialised economies. Second, their 

biodiversity is threatened by similar pressures, though in different ways. Third, they have 

both signed numerous international environmental agreements (IEAs) including certain 

on biodiversity conservation. Fourth, they share some similarities in terms of 

environmental governance architectures (e.g. national level biodiversity policies, 

institutions and agencies). France and Australia have also key differences that may play 

a role in how they respond to biodiversity loss. Above all, they are different in terms of 

their State structure. Second, the two countries differ in terms of membership to 

supranational organisation. 

Table 3-1: Similarities and differences between France and Australia 

  France Australia 

Similarities 

(1) Economy and 

democracy 
Developed economies and democratic States 

(2) Biodiversity loss 
Rapid biodiversity loss due to similar 

pressures 

(3) International 

commitment to 

biodiversity loss 

Signatories to numerous IEAs 

(4) National 

response to 

biodiversity loss 

National environmental architectures 

Differences 

(1) State structure 
Centralised and 

unitary State 
Federal State 

(2) Supranational 

structure 

European Union 

institutions 

No regional 

framework 

(3) State of 

ecosystems 

Highest third among 

global West states 

Lowest third among 

global West states 

 

 
35 For Wendling et al. the global West gathers EU countries, Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the UK and the US. 



   

32 

I begin by describing the similarities between the two countries. I then discuss the major 

differences. 

Similarities 

The first similarity relates to the economic and democratic character of the two countries. 

On the economic front, these countries share similarities in terms of economic patterns 

and structures. Both are industrialised economies with, for instance, a large part of their 

economies dedicated to services. 36  They also have sizeable export economies.37  For 

example, both are important agricultural exporters (World Bank, 2020).38 France’s other 

main exports are from the manufacturing (e.g. cars, planes and weapons) and medical 

industries (e.g. medicines and packaging) (Besbes et al., 2019). Unlike France, a large 

share of Australia’s exports is from extractive industries, notably iron ore, coal, petroleum 

gas and gold (DFAT, 2016). On the democratic front, Australia and France are commonly 

perceived as democratic countries (e.g. Freedom House Annual Survey of Political Rights 

and Civil Liberties 2020, the Economist Democracy Index 2019), in that both have 

numerous mechanisms that allow their society to influence the State’s decisions and 

ensure that basic human rights are guaranteed. The most recent Freedom House report 

(Freedom House, 2016) states that the two countries perform very well in terms of, among 

others, the electoral process, the functioning of government, freedom of expression and 

beliefs, as well as of association, and organisation rights.39 For example, regarding the 

electoral process, the report mentions that the two countries have free and fair elections 

that allow multiple parties to compete for power.40 In his attempt to identify different 

models of democracy, Lijphart (2012) also shows that, aside from their 

administrative/jurisdictional structure, France and Australia share numerous democratic 

features such as multiple parties or a pluralist interest group system. While the two 

countries can be considered to be democratic, there is still no account of the deliberative 

capacity on biodiversity in each country, in particular regarding the features of civil 

 
36 In 2019, the value added by services as percentage of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) was 70.2% for France and 

66.1% for Australia. 
37 In 2019, the value added by exports of goods and services as percentage of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) was 

31.8% for France and 24.1% for Australia. 
38 In 2019, France and Australia were respectively the 11th and the 28th global producers of goods from agriculture, 

forestry and fishing. 
39 The latest Freedom House Annual Survey of Political Rights and Civil Liberties showed France scoring 90 and 

Australia 97 out of 100. 
40 Although they both face limited ethnic representation in politics (notably Indigenous peoples). 
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society. My study will therefore explore each country’s biodiversity-related deliberative 

features in greater depth. 

Second, both France and Australia face biodiversity loss. In this sense, they are no 

exception to the global trend of biodiversity, which is witnessing a deterioration of 

ecosystems, an increase in the species’ extinction rate and a decrease in species’ 

populations (Australian SoE Committee, 2016, MTES, 2019). For instance, in France, 

common birds’ populations in rural areas have dropped by an average of 38% between 

1989 and 2018 (MTES, 2019). In Australia, the number of species being threatened and 

endangered continues to increase (Australian SoE Committee, 2016). For example, the 

population of Australia’s threatened mammals declined by 38% on average between 1990 

and 2019 (Threatened Species Recovery Hub, 2019). In both countries, these trends are 

due to the common pressures of habitat fragmentation, intensive productive activities 

(fishing, farming and forestry), urban sprawl, invasive species and climate change. 

Moreover, the two countries’ ecological footprint41 per capita is large – France being 

ranked 45th and Australia 14th in the world – which suggests that their overall level of 

production and consumption of material goods is greater than that of most countries 

(Global Footprint Network, 2019). One important difference concerns the fire regime, 

which is a major pressure in Australia but not in France (Australian SoE Committee, 2016, 

MTES, 2019). Historically, they also share a similar destruction of traditional social-

ecological systems, though in different ways. In France, the disruption of traditional 

agrarian systems,42 known as monde paysan (peasant world), is one of the major historical 

factors in biodiversity loss (Alary, 2016, Braudel, 1986). In Australia, the disruption of 

Indigenous Australian societies by British colonisation is a major overarching factor of 

contemporary environmental destruction, particularly regarding changes to the fire 

regime (Doyle & Kellow, 1995). In sum, in the two countries, biodiversity loss is a major 

environmental issue that has common root causes. 

The third similarity is that the two countries have signed numerous in IEAs, which 

indicates some degree of willingness to further environmental protection, at least at the 

international level. However, only a few are binding agreements. For instance, the CBD 

is framed around objectives, or targets, rather than legally binding commitments. In 

 
41 The ecological footprint estimates the quantity of natural resources necessary to sustain the way of life of different 

human societies. 187 countries are surveyed annually. 
42 Notably through industrialisation of agriculture, mass urbanisation and rapid development of industries. 
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contrast, some treaties such as the Convention on International Trade in Endangered 

Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) are binding agreements. The only difference 

between the two countries is that France has ratified (notably through the EU) more IEAs 

than Australia. France has ratified 32 IEAs43 and Australia 14 IEAs44 (InforMEA, 2019). 

By having signed many IEAs that are related to biodiversity conservation (e.g. CBD, 

CITES, Nagoya Protocol), the two countries have to commit to their objectives and 

therefore agree to aim for some degree of convergence towards more biodiversity 

conservation, sustainable use and benefit-sharing (Bush et al., 2012). 

In relation to the above point, the fourth similarity is that each country has created 

complex environmental governance architectures designed to respond to their 

international environmental commitments and obligations. These architectures are 

relatively common across the two countries. The two countries have environmental 

ministries, environmental agencies and policies and strategies to increase biodiversity 

conservation. For instance, to respect their commitment to the CBD, the two countries 

regularly produce a National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP), usually 

called National Biodiversity Strategy (NBS) at the national level. This document aims to 

guide governmental action on biodiversity. In other words, the two countries seem to have 

relatively similar institutions that aim to conserve and therefore prioritise biodiversity. 

In short, the two countries have relatively similar economic and democratic features. They 

are both experiencing biodiversity loss with similar pressures. Both France and Australia 

have international commitment to conserve biodiversity and have developed national 

institutions to do so.  

  

 
43 Aarhus Convention, Agreement on the Conservation of African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds (AEWA), 

Agreement on the Conservation of Small Cetaceans of the Baltic and North Seas (ASCOBANS), Basel Convention, 

Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety, CBD, CITES, Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild 

Animals (CMS), Convention on the Transboundary Effects of Industrial Accidents, Espoo Convention, Cartagena 

Convention, Barcelona Convention, Prevention and Emergency Protocol, Land-Based Sources Protocol, Specially 

Protected Areas and Biodiversity Protocol, Kyoto Protocol, Convention on Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollution 

(LRTAP), Minamata Convention on Mercury, Montreal Protocol, Nagoya Protocol, Nagoya – Kuala Lumpur 

Supplementary Protocol, Paris Agreement, Protocol on Water and Health, Ramsar Convention, Rotterdam 

Convention, Stockholm Convention, UN Watercourses Convention, United Nations Convention to Combat 

Desertification (UNCCD), United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), Vienna Convention, UN Water Convention. 
44 Basel Convention, CBD, CITES, CMS, Kyoto protocol, Montreal Protocol, Paris Agreement, Ramsar Convention, 

Rotterdam Convention, Stockholm Convention, UNCCD, UNFCCC, UNCLOS, Vienna Convention. 
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Differences 

The two countries also differ in several ways. Where the environment is concerned, the 

most two obvious differences relate to the State structure and supranational governance. 

The first difference between the two countries relates to the structure of their State. France 

has a unitary State, which means that sub-national jurisdictions have limited autonomy. 

In addition to its unitary nature, the French State is centralised, meaning that most 

political, administrative and economic powers are held in its capital city, Paris, and 

applied nationally. France is often described as a closed and vertical political system, 

notably because of its strong presidential powers compared to those of other democracies 

of the global North (Bourg, 2011). However, the unitary and centralised dimensions of 

the French State differ when it comes to its overseas territories, where the greatest number 

of endemic species for France are concentrated, although the territories have very 

different political settings and dynamics to those of ‘Metropolitan’ France, or the French 

mainland. 45  This study thus mainly focuses on ‘Metropolitan’ France. In contrast, 

Australia is a federal country made up of six states46 and two territories.47 Australian 

federalism implies that each state or (to a lesser extent) territory has a high level of 

autonomy in numerous policy domains, including environmental protection with much 

decision-making power over the environment lying in the states, sometimes via local 

government. However, federalism has been and still is a contested process in Australia. 

Indeed, there are still tensions regarding power and legitimacy between the 

states/territories and the Commonwealth (Fenna, 2007). These tensions occur in many 

policy domains, including those related to finance (e.g. income tax) and environmental 

protection (e.g. responsibility over protected areas and threatened species). 

The second difference between the two countries relates to supranational governance. 

France belongs to the European Union (EU), which means that certain decisions – notably 

on the environment – are decided at the European level. While the EU represents an 

 
45 French Guyana, Martinique, Guadeloupe, Reunion Island, Mayotte are overseas regions. Since the Nouméa Accord 

in 1998, New Caledonia has a special status with an ongoing plan towards independence through a series of three 

referendums. French Polynesia and Wallis and Futuna are overseas territories, which means they are relatively 

autonomous in numerous ways. In general terms, Indigenous people in French territories are directly or indirectly 

impacted by the biodiversity strategy but France still fails in meeting the CBD requirement regarding Indigenous 

intellectual property rights . 
46 Australian states are Western Australia (WA), South Australia (SA), Queensland, NSW, Victoria and Tasmania. 
47 Australian territories are Australian Capital Territory (ACT) and Northern Territory (NT). There are also external 

territories (e.g. Australian Antarctic territories), but these are not included in my study. 
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important determinant of French environmental politics,48 French environmental politics 

are not strictly reducible to European regulation. Rather, they are either a national product 

or a coproduct of European negotiations in which France is a participant with its own set 

of environmental priorities (Lacroix & Zaccaï, 2010). In contrast, the Australian State 

structure is relatively isolated from regional organisations when it comes to 

environmental protection. Indeed, apart from global environmental agreements and 

institutions, Australia does not belong to any influential regional organisation that has 

legally binding mandate on the environment.49 This is a major difference with France, 

which shares some environmental prerogatives with the EU. 

The third difference relates to the state (or health) of biodiversity and ecosystems. In this 

regard, France performs better than Australia. Indeed, the environmental performance 

index devised by Wendling et al’.s (2020), arguably the most up to date combination of 

environmental indicators globally, shows that, when it comes to ‘biodiversity and 

habitat’,50 France and Australia respectively have high and low scores. Apart from its 

protected areas representativeness and species/biodiversity habitat indices, France has the 

highest performance both regionally (global West) and globally. In contrast, Australia, 

apart from the marine protected areas index, is among the lowest regionally. If we 

consider ecosystem services,51 and fisheries,52 the results are similar, though a bit more 

nuanced, with France largely outperforming Australia. 

To sum up, the two countries present interesting similarities and contrasts. They share a 

relatively similar economic and (liberal) democratic model. They both experience 

biodiversity loss and aim to commit to responding to this loss internationally and 

nationally. They differ significantly when it comes to their State structure. These elements 

make for a rich comparison between French and Australian environmental politics. 

3.2.3. Timeframe: 2009-2019 

The timeframe used in this study, between 2009 and 2019, is largely based on the 

international and national agendas on biodiversity policy. The UN declared 2010 the 

 
48 About 70% of French environmental regulations were directly linked to EU regulation in 2012 (Lacroix 2012). 
49 Despite its participation in multiple Pacific regional organisations for diplomatic reasons (e.g. Secretariat of the 

Pacific Regional and Environmental Program). 
50 The combined indicator of biodiversity and habitat gathers terrestrial biome protection (national), terrestrial biome 

protection (global), marine protected areas, protected areas representativeness index, species habitat index, species 

protection index and biodiversity habitat index. 
51 Ecosystem services combine tree cover loss, grassland loss and wetland loss. 
52 Fisheries gather fish stock status, marine trophic index and fish caught by trawling. 
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International Year of Biodiversity (IYB) and the decade 2010-2020 the Decade on 

Biodiversity. This move by the UN was largely undertaken in order to encourage 

countries to develop ambitious NBSs, so that they could meet the Aichi targets that were 

launched the same year. At the national level, NBSs were produced in most countries, 

including France and Australia, around 2009 and 2010. Thus, it could be said that the 

national and international visibility of biodiversity peaked around 2010. The years 2018-

2019 marked the start of the post-2020 agenda of the CBD and led to a new period of 

negotiations at the international level and to the renewal or revision of the NBS in each 

country. Selecting a timeframe between 2009 and 2019 thus allows me to capture 

structural features, temporary elements and overall trends or change during the period. In 

particular, this period goes across election cycles that brought different political parties 

in power in both France53 and in Australia.54 In presenting the results of my in-depth 

analysis between 2009 and 2019, I have also continued to take account of developments 

up until the time of writing this thesis. 

3.3. Analytical framework 

As briefly described in the previous chapter, the two key concepts in my analytical 

framework are biodiversity prioritisation and deliberative capacity. 

3.3.1. Biodiversity prioritisation 

My analytical framework of biodiversity prioritisation does not assess a precise set of 

policy outcomes. Neither it does assess biodiversity such as the actual protection status 

of biodiversity. Such outcomes may vary greatly across sub-national jurisdictions, sectors, 

and ecosystems/species. Instead, as I explained in section 2.3 above, I provide an overall 

assessment of the extent to which biodiversity is prioritised in institutions, policy, and 

practice in each country. For that, my framework of biodiversity prioritisation is divided 

in different components. There are five components: (1) public attitudes towards 

biodiversity prioritisation, (2) the budgetary and financial framework on biodiversity, (3) 

the legal framework on biodiversity, (4) the institutional/administrative framework on 

biodiversity, and (5) the knowledge generation framework on biodiversity. I will now 

 
53 In France, the Republican Party (LR) was in government until 2012, successively replaced by the Socialist Party 

(PS) in 2012 and the new centrist and liberal part La République En Marche (LREM) since 2017. 
54 In Australia, the Australian Labor Party (ALP) was in power between 2010 and 2013. In 2013, the Liberal/National 

Coalition came to power and has remained in power since then. 
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outline the indicators used to evaluate each component. I will describe each of these 

indicators in greater detail in Chapter 4. The first component, attitudes towards 

conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, was assessed through opinion polls that 

estimate public support for biodiversity and environmental protection more generally. I 

assessed the second component, the budgetary and financial framework on biodiversity, 

by combining data at the level of environmental taxation (e.g. polluting activities) and 

spending for biodiversity conservation with a description of the actions (or absence of 

action) taken to integrate biodiversity in governmental budgetary and financial 

regulations. The third component, the legal framework on biodiversity, brings together 

the OECD indicator Environmental Policy Stringency (EPS) and a description of the legal 

framework on biodiversity in each country. I then evaluated the fourth component, the 

institutional/administrative framework on biodiversity, using the percentage of total 

government staff working within environmental authorities and agencies and a 

description of the influence/power of environmental institutions with respect to other 

sectors. Finally, the fifth component, the knowledge generation framework on 

biodiversity, combines the level of funding for research on biodiversity and the degree of 

coordination between research on biodiversity and policy. The following table (Table 3-2) 

summarises the indicators I used for each component. 

Table 3-2: Framework and indicators of biodiversity prioritisation 

Components Indicators 

(1) Public attitude towards biodiversity 

prioritisation 
Opinion polls on environmental protection 

(2) Budgetary and financial framework 

on biodiversity 

Levels of environmental taxation and spending 

Measures taken to address the impact on 

biodiversity of governmental budgets and finance 

(3) Legal framework on biodiversity 
Environmental Policy Stringency (OECD) 

Description of biodiversity conservation law 

(4) Institutional/ administrative 

framework on biodiversity 

Percentage of total government staff in 

environmental authorities and agencies 

Influence/power of environmental institutions 

(5) Knowledge generation framework 

on biodiversity 

Level of funding and coordination of biodiversity 

knowledge 
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3.3.2. Deliberative capacity 

The second analytical framework uses the criteria of deliberative capacity – authenticity, 

inclusiveness and consequentiality. I did not systematically use the three criteria for each 

component (public space, empowered space, accountability and transmission) of each 

system (France and Australia). Instead, I followed Dryzek’s advice: 

we should always keep our eye on whole systems. Quantitative measures of 

deliberative authenticity can inform comparison, but they cannot tell the whole story 

(2009: 1388). 

I thus maintained a focus on the deliberativeness of each system as a whole. For instance, 

in the case of transmission, I used the criteria of inclusion (inclusiveness) and 

effectiveness (consequentiality) to evaluate to what extent different transmission 

mechanisms contribute to the deliberative capacity of each system. Similarly, I did not 

use any of the deliberative capacity criteria to evaluate accountability. Instead, 

accountability stands on its own but can contribute to the overall deliberative capacity of 

the system by notably facilitating consequentiality of the system as-a-whole. 

Thus, for the public space, I evaluated the extent to which competing discourses on 

biodiversity ‘freely’ navigate in each public space and to what extent multiple interests 

(especially marginalised ones) are included in these discourses. For the empowered space, 

I assessed the presence and impact of different biodiversity discourses on governmental 

decisions and action. I also interpreted to what extent different discourses on biodiversity 

authentically engage with each other to respond to biodiversity loss, rather than pursuing 

strategic interests. Finally, I systematically compared the inclusion and effectiveness of 

transmission mechanisms and identify whether/how different forms of accountability 

occur in different mechanisms. Table 3-3 (below) summarises how I used the 

operationalised criteria for each component of the system. 

Table 3-3: Evaluation of systemic deliberative capacity 

Deliberative 

components 

Criteria of 

deliberative capacity 
‘Operationalised criteria’ of deliberative capacity 

Public space 
Inclusiveness Inclusion of plural interests and discourses 

Authenticity Engagement across discourses55 

Empowered 

space 

Inclusiveness Presence and uptake of discourses 

Authenticity Engagement across discourses 

 
55 I pay particular attention to the place of scientific arguments (notably regarding the existence of biodiversity and its 

trends) and to the capacity of discursive interactions to rethink relationship between human and nature. 
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Consequentiality Impact of discursive setting on policy 

Transmission 
Inclusiveness Inclusion of plural interests and discourses 

Consequentiality Effectiveness in transmitting concern 

Accountability N/A 
Presence of mechanisms that compel actors in the 

empowered space to justify their actions or decisions56 

 

To evaluate these operationalised criteria, I used discourse analysis and social network 

analysis. While I conducted a comprehensive discourse analysis, I restricted my social 

network analysis to some aspects that are explained below. 

Discourse analysis 

Because my inquiry is about how biodiversity is predominantly perceived in different 

parts of the deliberative system, discourses offer the best analytical angle. According to 

Feindt and Oels (2005), the ‘environment’57 is not a neutral entity ‘outside’ society but 

rather a co-production made of different groups in society with a conscious or 

unconscious political aim. Analysing discourses makes it possible to capture the relative 

meaning and the political aim that different actors attach to the concept of biodiversity. 

Discourse analysis also shows that discourses are not necessarily all represented and 

equally valued in a given political setting (Hajer & Versteeg, 2005, Hajer, 1995, Leipold 

et al., 2019). Indeed, some discourses are more legitimised than others by certain political 

conditions (e.g. colonisation privileging the views of the colonisers above Indigenous’ 

perspectives). Hence, my discourse analysis aimed to attend to discourses that are 

prominent, but also to the ones that are marginalised. 

There are multiple ways to conceive what a discourse is and how discourse analysis 

should be conducted. On the one hand, discourses can be conceived as hermetic categories 

that can hardly be challenged when they are hegemonic. On the other hand, discourses 

can be conceived as bridges between different interests that may share a common 

understanding of a phenomenon. With these two tendencies in mind, I largely drew on 

the type of definition given by Hajer (1995) or Dryzek (2013). These authors have in 

common to identify a discourse as both a constraint and an opportunity. As a constraint, 

a discourse only includes those who subscribe to it and therefore excludes those who do 

not. As an opportunity, actors are not necessarily attached to a specific discourse, can 

 
56 To others in the empowered space (e.g. the Parliament, the party or parties in opposition) and to the broader public. 
57 Or, as some scholars, such as Latour, would say, (environmental) ‘objects’. 
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share multiple aspects of discourses or transition from one discourse to another. In this 

sense, discourses are not a ‘prison’ for those who subscribe to it. As Dryzek puts it, a 

discourse is: 

a shared way of apprehending the world. Embedded in language, it enables those who 

subscribe to it to interpret bits of information and put them into coherent stories or 

accounts (2013: 9). 

In his discussion of discourse analysis, Dryzek distinguishes four components in a 

discourse: basic entities recognised and structured; assumptions about natural 

relationships; agents and their motives; and key metaphors and other rhetorical devices. I 

added further components to Dryzek’s analytical framework to tailor it to my specific 

focus on biodiversity. The components (or framing aspects) of my discourse analysis are: 

• valuation of biodiversity: value(s) given to biodiversity 

• framing of biodiversity: the way biodiversity/nature is conceived with respect to 

humans/people 

• preferred words: word(s) most frequently used to designate biodiversity 

• status of biodiversity: the level of priority given to biodiversity 

• current ecological situation: the accepted assessment of the state and trends of 

biodiversity 

• main agents: actors perceived as a part of the problem and actors perceived as a 

part of the solution 

• motives: main motives of agents 

• summary prescription: policies or strategies perceived as parts of the solution 

To analyse the content of discourses, I mobilised every source of data collection I present 

below and classified statements – usually a sentence that addresses a framing aspect – 

from different actors. To do so, I used the software NVivo. I first isolated the statements, 

then identified similar patterns between the statements, and finally grouped the statements 

according to the discourse they relate to. Along with the analysis of the content of 

discourses, I attempted to assess their influence in both the public and empowered spaces 

of each country. To do so, I distinguished the presence of discourses in the public space 
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from the presence and uptake of discourses in the empowered space. Combined, the 

relative presence of discourses in both the public and the empowered spaces constitute 

what I call the ‘discursive setting’. 

In relation to the public space, I used three indicators in order to compare the presence of 

the four biodiversity discourses in a systematic way: (1) the presence of each discourse 

in NBS contributions and in media articles;58 (2) the existence of a coalition of actors 

advocating for it in the media;59 and (3) opinion polls and surveys of the broader public 

with regards to the environment between 2009 and 2019 (see Chapter 4). The following 

table (Table 3-4) describes the assessment criteria I use to estimate the presence of each 

discourse in each public space. 

Table 3-4: Criteria for assessing the presence of biodiversity discourses in the public space 

 Degree of presence 

 

Criteria 

Marginal discourse Significant discourse Prominent discourse 

Presence of ideas, 

language, concepts 

associated with the 

discourse60 

Weak presence Strong presence Prominent presence 

Presence of a formal or 

informal coalition of 

actors in media articles 

No coalition of 

actors 

Dense coalition of 

actors 

Hegemonic coalition 

of actors 

Opinion polls and 

surveys on the 

environment61 

Low support Medium support Strong support 

 

Regarding the empowered space, I distinguished the presence of discourses from their 

uptake. The former (presence) relates to ideas or concepts from specific discourses 

occurring in parliamentary debates, speeches of government representatives, or 

governmental publications. The latter (uptake) is the direct effect that specific discourses 

have on policies, strategies and institutions, whether these effects are decisional (e.g. 

policy amendments and/or guidelines for strategies) or more structural such as the 

creation or modification of institutions or institutional functions. Effects on policies and 

institutions (uptake) are often the result of a combination of multiple discourses, rather 

 
58 I have combined the percentage of contributions to the NBS and the frequency of words and concepts subscribing 

to each discourse in both the contributions and the media articles. 
59 Based on the social network analysis I will describe below. 
60 Documents studied are contributions to NBS and media articles. 
61 Using the polls developed in Chapter 4 on biodiversity prioritisation. 
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than of a single discourse. However, each policy or institutional change is framed 

according to a specific choice of words, justification, purpose and highlighted objectives 

that is primarily attached to one specific discourse. Therefore, for each policy and 

institutional change, while I acknowledged the role played by complementary discourses, 

I emphasised the role of the most prominent discourse. According to these two criteria of 

presence and uptake, I distinguished four degrees of influence of discourses: marginal, 

significant, prominent, or hegemonic. The following table (Table 3-5) outlines the 

assessment of the presence and uptake of biodiversity discourses in the empowered space. 

Table 3-5: Assessment of the presence and uptake of biodiversity discourses in the empowered 
space 

Presence 

Uptake 
 Low presence Strong presence 

Marginal or no uptake (1) Marginal discourse (2) Significant discourse 

Major uptake (3) Prominent discourse (4) Hegemonic discourse 

 

A marginal discourse has a relatively low presence on politics, in the sense that concepts 

or ideas can be present (though in a limited way) in the empowered space, but they do not 

lead to policy or institutional change. A significant discourse has a strong presence in 

politics, but leads to little change in terms of policies and institutions. A prominent 

discourse has a low presence in politics, but leads to policy changes. Finally, a hegemonic 

discourse has a permanent influence on politics, policies and institutions. 

Social network analysis 

To test the arguments that emerged from the discourse analysis, notably with regards to 

actors that structure (or contribute to) the discourses, I also conducted a social network 

analysis based on actors who directly participate in the media. Social network analysis 

offers multiple measures for analysing social or political systems. These measures include 

the centrality of an actor in a system62 (Knoke, 2013, Scott, 1988), the density of a 

system63 (Borgatti et al., 2009, Wasserman & Faust, 1994) or the degree of integration of 

a particular group in a system (Cinalli & O'Flynn, 2014). I limited my social network 

analysis to only three aspects: identifying actors involved in public debate according to 

their organisational type, characterizing the interactions between them (supportive or 

 
62 That is, the number of connections/interactions that an actor has with other actors in a system. 
63 That is, the overall ratio of connections/interactions between actors within a system out of all possible 

connections/interactions in this system. 
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critical) and observing the formation of clusters (or groups/coalitions) of actors. I present 

here a summary of these aspects. 

First, I categorized actors according to their function or type. I identified 13 different 

categories: (1) government executives, (2) Members of Parliament, (3) the judiciary, (4) 

executive agencies, (5) consultative bodies, (6) research centres, (7) individual 

researchers, (8) environmental groups, (9) civil rights groups, (10) social justice 

movements, (11) employer organisations or firms, (12) unions and employees’ 

organisations and (13) political parties. 

Second, an analysis of interactions between the actors in the media can reveal important 

information, for example about the type of relationship, the presence of clusters (or groups 

or coalitions) of actors, the level of centrality of specific actors or the level of density of 

interconnections. To keep the analysis manageable, I simply divided interactions into two 

types: supportive and critical. Supportive interaction occurs if an actor or group of actors 

explicitly makes positive references to another actor or group of actors. A critical 

interaction, on the other hand, occurs when an actor or a group of actors explicitly makes 

negative comments about another actor or group of actors. Supportive or critical 

interactions can occur in one direction, one actor making comments about another, or in 

two directions (a reciprocal tie) which means that two actors show either mutual support 

or mutual criticism.64 

Third, I identified the most central actors and analysed the presence of clusters of actors. 

If multiple actors have reciprocal ties, they form a cluster of actors, that is, a group of 

actors with a high level of mutual positive reference. There can also be a cluster of critical 

interactions, either when multiple actors either criticise each other or when multiple actors 

support each other in criticising another actor or group of actors. Clusters can indicate the 

relative centrality of actors, the existence of informal coalitions of actors and interactions 

between discourses. 

The social network analysis was based on one type of the document I describe below, 

media articles. To conduct this analysis, I used the software UCINET, which allowed me 

 
64 It is possible though relatively rare that actor A may support B, but B criticizes A. However, I have not 

encountered this situation in my analysis. 
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to constitute a database made of all the actors directly participating in the media and 

analyse systematically the density and type of interactions that occur between these actors. 

3.4. Data collection techniques 

To conduct my analysis, I used a range of techniques for collecting information. These 

techniques are document collection, stakeholder interviews and event participant 

observation. 

3.4.1. Document collection 

The first data collection technique is document collection. I collected and analysed a 

broad range of documents including media articles, publications, consultation procedures, 

policies and strategies.  

Media articles 

The first type of document in the collection are media articles of direct relevance to 

biodiversity matters between 2009 and 2018. I selected and downloaded 138 articles in 

the Australian case and 160 articles in the French case via the platform Lexis to search 

articles by keywords (see   
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Appendix A. Media articles selection process). The media can be considered as a 

transmission and accountability mechanism in the deliberative system but also, for a 

number of reasons, as a part of the public space. First, the media enables public debate or 

discussion if information is made publicly available to citizens (Cinalli & O'Flynn, 2014). 

Second, the media presents a broad picture of actors engaged in public debate by 

commenting on specific issues and potentially referring to other actors for justifying their 

arguments. Finally, the media reports on controversial issues related to biodiversity, 

which indicates how biodiversity issues are framed by different actors. 

Consultation procedures 

I then collected and analysed the consultation procedure adopted for the NBS in the two 

countries. The consultations occurred in 2010 for France and in 2009 for Australia. In 

each case, the NBS consultation process offered the opportunity for all relevant groups to 

contribute to the NBS by commenting on or criticising the draft and making alternative 

recommendations. In the French case, there were 6,212 online submissions. In the 

Australian case, there were 116 submissions. Some groups in the public space may have 

chosen not to participate in the consultation, so the coverage of perspectives remains 

limited. The consultation is not a deliberative platform as such, in the sense that it does 

not automatically involve communication between stakeholders in the decision-making 

process of the strategy. It is rather a way of collecting a diversity of viewpoints on 

biodiversity. 

Publications 

I collected and analysed a few dozen publications from a range of actors involved in each 

country’s biodiversity governance. These publications were of different types: mainly 

reports, blogs, policy briefs, working papers and media releases. These publications were 

mostly used to help refine the analysis conducted in the two previous sources of 

information. For instance, actors who communicate in the media may have different 

views and address different biodiversity issues when they communicate with their 

members directly on their website. Moreover, they often justify their position or comment 

governmental decisions or actions directly on their webpage. They could also publish and 

work collaboratively with other actors, and this may not be shown in media articles.  

Strategies and policies 
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Finally, I collected and analysed the main strategies and policies regarding biodiversity 

in the two countries. In terms of strategies, I studied two NBSs in each country: the 2009-

2010 NBS (2010 for France, 2009 for Australia) and its revision in 2018.65 In terms of 

policies, I studied the most recent biodiversity act in each country. In France, the most 

recent act is the Loi pour la Reconquête de la Biodiversité, de la Nature, et des Paysages 

(Law for Reclaiming Biodiversity, Nature and Landscapes) passed in 2016. In Australia, 

the most recent biodiversity act is the updated version of the Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation (EPBC) Act. The first version of the EPBC Act was drawn up 

in 1999 and the act has been amended multiple times since. I also considered when 

relevant the biodiversity legislation at the state and territory levels by integrating for 

instance, elements of the New South Wales (NSW) Biodiversity Conservation Act passed 

in 2016, which is said to be a model of integrated governance (Evans, 2017). 

3.4.2. Stakeholder interviews 

The second data collection technique entails interviews with key stakeholders (or actors) 

of biodiversity governance in each country. Interviews of key stakeholders are necessary 

to test arguments generated from documentary sources, as well as to supplement gaps in 

the public record. I conducted formal interviews and informal discussions with a broad 

range of actors, from biodiversity policymakers (notably from environment and 

agriculture departments) to some corporate/business association/union representatives, to 

the representatives of international, national and some regional environmental non-

governmental organisations (ENGOs). Interviewees were selected based on a snowball 

technique and in order to confirm findings from the documentary analysis. 

I conducted 15 formal interviews in the French context and 13 in the Australian one. The 

interviews lasted between 25 and 45 minutes. The participants were contacted by email66 

or met directly at events I attended (see the next section on event participatory 

observation). In accordance with the consent form the interviewees signed, I have not 

disclosed their identity (Appendix B. Participant information and consent form). The 

interviews were semi-structured, based on a common script, flexible enough to explore 

certain aspects in greater depth where participants had distinctive expertise and 

 
65 For France, it is the ‘Plan biodiversité : tous vivants !’ (Biodiversity Plan: all alive); and for Australia it is the draft 

of Australia’s Strategy for Nature (SFN) 2018-2030. 
66 Either directly on their e-mail address (if available on the website) or on the general e-mail address provided on a 

public data set. 
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backgrounds (Appendix C. Interview structure). The participants were asked to provide 

general information about their identity (age, ethnicity, educational background and 

working experience) and more specific information about their role/participation and 

about the role of the biodiversity-related institution they represented. Pariticpants were 

asked to comment/express their opinion regarding this role/participation, the challenges 

they face, as well as the opportunities they saw in integrating biodiversity into the core 

functions of government (see more details in Appendix C. Interview structure). The 

following table (Table 3-6) provides details about the formal interviews I have conducted 

for each country. 
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Table 3-6: List of interviews 

Deliberative   

components 
France Australia 

Public space 

- ENGO – France Nature 

Environnement 

- ENGO – Ligue pour la Protection 

des Oiseaux 

- ENGO – Agir Pour l’Environnement 

- Yves Rocher Cosmetic Group 

- Network of ‘Zones to be defended’ 

- ENGO – The Nature Conservancy 

- ENGO – Places You Love Alliance 

- ENGO – Australian Conservation 

Foundation (x2) 

- Indigenous elders 

- Centre for Aboriginal Economic 

Policy Research 

Empowered space 

- National Forest Office 

- French Biodiversity Agency (x2) 

- Ministry of Agriculture 

- Environment delegate municipality 

of Grenoble 

- Department of the Environment 

(x2) 

- Department of Agriculture 

- Department of the Prime Minister 

and Cabinet 

Hybrid actors 

- Foundation for research on 

biodiversity (FRB) – (x2) 

- Economic, Social and Environmental 

Council (CESE) 

- National Centre for Scientific 

Research (CNRS) 

- National Museum of Natural History 

(MNHN) 

- Australian Committee for the 

International Union for Conservation 

of Nature 

- Landcare/Natural Resources 

Management bodies (x2) 

 

Aside from formal interviews, I had numerous informal discussions with the participants 

of the events I attended as an observer. These discussions have also guided my research. 

3.4.3. Event participant observations 

The third data collection technique I used is the observation of different events on 

biodiversity I attended in each country. Event ethnography and participant observation 

have a long history in the field of environmental politics, notably at the international level 

(Brosius 2010, Campbel et al. 2014). Participant observers use a variety of approaches, 

such as collaborative event ethnography to follow multiple participants at once (Marion 

Suiseeya 2014), or even dramaturgy to observe artistic aspects of political discussion or 

debates (Hendricks et al. 2016). I largely adapted Marion Suiseeya’s (2014) observation 

methodology to suit my discourse analysis. Therefore, aside from descriptive comments 

about the context (including the location, the setting, or the participants) of the event, I 

asked questions similar to those I used in my discourse analysis (Appendix D. Event 

observation sheet). 

In total, I attended eight events, three in France (one in the public space, two in the 

empowered space), four in Australia (two in the public space, one in the empowered space) 
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and one international event involving both countries (in the empowered space). The table 

below (Table 3-7) summarises the events I attended in the two countries according to their 

place in the deliberative system (public space or empowered space). 

Table 3-7: List of events attended 

Deliberative   

components 
France Australia 

Public space 
- 2018 Civil Society Summer 

School 

- 2018 Better Laws Better Planet 

Symposium 

- 2018 ‘Stand Against Extinction’ 

protest 

Empowered space 

- 2018 International Union for 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 

Seventy Year anniversary 

- 2018 Agence française pour la 

biodiversité (AFB)/IUCN 

information session 

- 2019 Australian Committee for 

IUCN (ACIUCN) renewal of 

biodiversity conservation strategy 

- 2019 Post-2020 Biodiversity 

Agenda led by the government 

CBD COP 2018 

 

In relation to the French public space, I attended the first Civil Society Summer School 

organised in 2018 in the symbolic city of Grenoble.67  This event aimed to federate 

different parts of civil society groups around a common political agenda articulating 

social justice, ecology and feminism.68 The Summer School gathered (1) major French 

ENGOs, (2) social justice advocates, (3) some farmers’ groups, (4) unions, (5) ‘alternative’ 

media,69 and representatives of the municipality of Grenoble. To collect data on the 

French empowered space, I attended two events: the 70th anniversary of the creation of 

the IUCN in Fontainebleau (France) and an information session co-organised by the 

IUCN and governmental agency French Biodiversity Agency (AFB). 70  The 70th 

Anniversary of IUCN in Fontainebleau aimed to be an exchange between participating 

groups on the state and the future of the relationship between humans and the rest of 

 
67 Since 2014, Grenoble is a symbol in French environmental politics. It is often labelled the ‘laboratory of municipal 

ecology/ecological transition’ as it was until June 2020 the only city with more than 100,000 people to be co-

governed by a coalition of collectifs citoyens (‘citizens organisations’), radical left-wing parties and the Greens. Since 

the recent municipal elections, held in May-June 2020, the ‘Grenoble model’ has been extended to most French 

largest cities including Lyon, Marseille, Bordeaux. These cities are now co-governed on the same model. 
68 The official aim was ‘Let’s build a just, ecological, solidary and feminist future!’ 
69 For each category, examples are (1) Friends of the Earth-France, 350.org, Aéroport Non, Alternatiba, the Climate 

Action Network, or the subnational section of the FRAPNA; (2) Attac, Fondation Copernic and Oxfam; (3) French 

section of Via Campesina, Confédération Paysanne; (4) Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT) and Sud-Solidaire; 

and (5) Reporterre, Mediapart. 
70 The IUCN is a major actor for international and national conservation policies (for the member states), even 

considered as a secondary policy body (Hajer 1995). 
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nature around the notion of landscape.71 Apart from the IUCN, this event involved some 

ENGOs (Humanité et Biodiversité), research centres (CNRS, FRB), business groups 

(notably from the cosmetic and luxury industry) and governmental institutions (AFB, 

Ministry of Ecology).72 The second event involved the same range of actors. It aimed at 

identifying gaps in governmental action with regards to how it responded to biodiversity 

loss and climate change. 

To collect data on the Australian public space, I attended two events that involved most 

Australian ENGOs: the ‘Better Laws Better Planet’ Symposium and a protest called 

‘Stand against extinction’, both held in 2018. The first event gathered major Australian 

ENGOs, including the Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF), The Nature 

Conservancy (TNC), Environmental Justice Australia (EJA) and the ACIUCN to produce 

a political agenda on the future of Australia’s environmental laws. Among these groups, 

there was the major coalition of ENGOs started in 2014 called the Places You Love (PYL) 

alliance. The second event was a protest held in front of the federal Parliament in 

Canberra to alert the public and Members of Parliament (MPs) to the ongoing ‘species 

extinction crisis’ occurring in Australia and to the obsolete character of current Australian 

environmental laws. In relation to the Australian empowered space, I attended and 

contributed to two events in 2019: an ACIUCN-led workshop and a government-led 

workshop, both on the Australian biodiversity framework. These two events aimed at 

defining the strategy of Australia on biodiversity conservation at the national and the 

international levels. The former was largely based on the 2018 revision of the NBS and 

the latter on the revision of the Aichi targets planned for 2020 and known as the post-

2020 agenda. Numerous actors from the environmental sector (e.g. researchers, ENGOs) 

were involved in these workshops. 

Finally, to collect data on the two empowered spaces of France and Australia, in 2018 I 

have finally attended the CBD COP, held in Sharm El-Sheikh (Egypt). Although there 

was no Australian delegation physically present,73 the COP offered a way of capturing 

discourses and analysing actors from each country involved in the CBD. Despite its 

international focus, the COP can reflect State priorities and discourses. The size of a 

 
71 The name of the event was ‘L’avenir des Paysages, Nouveaux Rapports entre l’Humain et la Nature’ (the Future of 

Landscapes, New Relationships between Humans and Nature). 
72 Currently named Ministry of Ecological and Solidarity Transition. 
73 There were Australian civil society actors physically present, the Australian delegation engaged virtually. 
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delegation and its composition, in terms of sectors represented, are also a good indicator 

of these priorities and discourses. Beyond my 2009-2019 timeframe, I have also 

incorporated, when relevant, more recent developments in the findings I present. 

3.5. Conclusion 

In sum, my research is guided by two case studies, France and Australia, countries which 

present numerous similarities and core differences in relation to biodiversity and 

environmental governance. I have explored these two case studies through an analytical 

framework, which, as detailed in this chapter, combines the two concepts of biodiversity 

prioritisation and deliberative capacity. The chapter has also explained the three different 

types of techniques I used to collect data – document collection, stakeholder interviews 

and event participant observation – as well as the relevant timeframe for the in-depth 

analysis. The next chapter – the first chapter that reports on the results of my study – 

outlines how the two countries perform with regards to biodiversity prioritisation. 
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Chapter 4. Evaluation and comparison of biodiversity 

prioritisation in France and Australia: ‘good and bad pupils’ 

4.1. Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to assess the extent to which biodiversity is prioritised in the 

Australian and French political systems. As I explained in the section 3.3.1, biodiversity 

prioritisation does not try to provide a precise evaluation of policy outcomes across sub-

national jurisdictions, sectors, and ecosystems/species. Instead, I provide an overall 

assessment of biodiversity prioritisation in each country according to the five components 

mentioned in Chapter 3: (1) the general attitude of the public towards biodiversity 

prioritisation, (2) the budgetary and financial framework on biodiversity, (3) the legal 

framework on biodiversity, (4) the institutional or administrative framework on 

biodiversity and (5) the knowledge generation framework on biodiversity. My evaluation 

of biodiversity prioritisation, as explained in the previous chapter on methods, responds 

to the shortcomings of the existing literature on biodiversity mainstreaming or 

biodiversity integration74 by using competing concepts from the literature on comparative 

environmental politics. As described in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, I base my assessment 

of biodiversity prioritisation is based on different frameworks: the environmental nation 

state (Mol, 2016), environmental policy capacity (Janicke et al., 1997) and the IPBES 

guideline to capacity-building (IPBES, 2017). My evaluation of each component is based 

on a review of grey and peer-reviewed literature. For instance, I used the OECD 

Environmental Performance Review of the two countries (OECD, 2016b, OECD, 2019) 

and their respective reports on the State of the Environment (Australian SoE Committee, 

2016, MTES, 2019). 

This chapter begins with a general description of the different components of biodiversity 

prioritisation. I then evaluate and compare the different components for each country. In 

order, I evaluate public attitudes towards biodiversity prioritisation, the budgetary and 

financial framework, the legal framework, the institutional framework and, lastly, the 

knowledge generation framework. 

 
74 Notably on the lack of consideration for the political and democratic dimension. 
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4.2. Methods 

For each component of my evaluation of biodiversity prioritisation, I describe below the 

criteria, the data (or source of information) used and the different levels of prioritisation. 

In broad terms, I divided the evaluation of each component into three levels of 

biodiversity prioritisation: weak, medium and strong.  I primarily refer to these levels in 

relative terms across OECD countries, particularly in the case of quantitative criteria, for 

which an average can be calculated. When it comes to qualitative criteria, I refer to these 

levels (or degrees) in absolute terms. In this sense, the strong level represents more of an 

ideal based on how countries perform (usually weak or medium prioritisation levels). For 

instance, no OECD country has a complete budgetary and financial framework based on 

positive biodiversity outcomes (a strong level of prioritisation). However, some countries 

have taken steps to change this (medium level of prioritisation), some have not done 

anything about it and some countries go in the opposite direction (weak level of 

prioritisation). 

Public attitudes towards biodiversity prioritisation 

The first component, public attitudes towards biodiversity prioritisation, is based on two 

different types of opinion polls assessing levels of environmental concern. The only peer-

reviewed cross-country comparison of such environmental concern that includes both 

France and Australia is the one conducted by Koch and Fritz (2014). Koch and Fritz 

compared the attitude towards the environment, notably vis-à-vis economic growth, by 

combining the reactions of participants75 to two survey items: ‘Economic growth harms 

the environment’ and ‘How willing would you be to accept cuts in your standard of living 

in order to protect the environment?’ While these two sentences are problematic, given 

the plural possibilities of economic growth76 or the contested wording of ‘environmental 

protection’, 77  the fact that the survey involves a systematic comparison of citizens’ 

perceptions of the environment in 24 countries78 is of great interest, as it allows a certain 

 
75 From 1 for Strongly disagree to 5 for Strongly agree. 
76 For instance, advocates of green growth or circular economy aim at granting the same standard of living with 

minimal or no environmental cost, which directly contradicts the binary division between environment and economy 
77 The most recent wording in environment policy is not about environmental protection but about biodiversity or 

environmental ‘conservation and sustainable use’. 
78 Liberal countries are: UK, USA, Australia, New Zealand, Ireland, Canada; conservative countries are Finland, 

Japan, Germany, Italy, France, Switzerland; social-democratic countries are Norway, Sweden, Denmark, 

Netherlands, Belgium, Austria; eastern countries are Czech Republic, Slovenia, Slovak Republic, Poland, Hungary, 

Estonia; and Mediterranean countries are Turkey, Spain, Portugal, Greece. 
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level of comparability. By grouping the results of these two questions, Koch and Fritz 

identified three distinct groups: weak for average results (under 2.7), medium for average 

results (between 2.7 and 2.9) and strong for average results (above 2.9). To confirm and 

complete the findings from Koch’s and Fritz’s poll, I used additional nationally based 

opinion polls on the environment, using primarily government-based polls. For Australia, 

I used polls from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and for France, I used the 

Eurobarometer polls on the environment. 

Budgetary and financial framework on biodiversity 

I evaluated the budgetary and financial framework on biodiversity in two ways: a more 

quantitative approach and a more qualitative one. The quantitative approach is an 

estimation of the multilevel taxation and spending on both biodiversity conservation and 

sustainable use and, more broadly, environmental issues. This estimation is based on 

OECD and governmental documentation on taxation for biodiversity objectives and 

spending. Taxation for biodiversity objectives consists of taxes, fines, fees, permits, or a 

levy primarily aiming to reduce the main pressures on biodiversity. For instance, taxation 

for biodiversity objectives can aim to reduce the use of chemical pesticides and fertilisers 

or unsustainable timber harvesting. Biodiversity spending involves total government 

spending aimed at reducing pressures on biodiversity from productive activities (farming, 

forestry and industry) such as financial incentives to prioritise activities with positive 

biodiversity outcomes. While taxation for biodiversity objectives and biodiversity 

spending is directly relevant to my study, to date, there is no systematic comparison 

between countries on their taxation and spending for biodiversity objectives. In contrast, 

more general environmental taxation and spending, such as environmental impact 

assessments (EIAs), pollution controls and water management are far more documented 

and allow a certain level of comparability. For the two countries, I therefore compared 

financial mechanisms directly related to biodiversity, but also financial mechanisms used 

in relation to other environmental aspects. Based on this estimation, I distinguished three 

groups: weak for the lowest third, which represents less than 1.5% of the country’s GDP; 

medium for the middle third that dedicates between 1.5% and 2.5% of the GDP to the 

protection of the environment; and strong for the highest third, which dedicates more than 

2.5% of GDP to these ends. 
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In a more descriptive way, I analysed governmental and broader budgetary and financial 

practices impacting biodiversity. I made a distinction between (1) actions aiming to 

systematically identify budgetary and financial features that impact biodiversity, 

negatively and positively and (2) actions aiming to minimise or suppress practices that 

have negative impacts. A prominent issue is a subsidy framework that can have negative 

effects on biodiversity (‘perverse subsidies’) or, by contrast, a subsidy framework that 

encourages positive biodiversity outcomes. I distinguished three levels of prioritisation. 

The weak level involves no major action to either systematically identify the budgetary 

and financial features that concern biodiversity. The medium level implies a systematic 

identification of subsidies impacting biodiversity, but limited actions taken to minimise 

perverse subsidies. Finally, the strong level presents a complete budgetary and financial 

framework based on positive biodiversity outcomes. 

Legal framework on biodiversity 

Similarly, I evaluated the legal framework in two ways: a quantitative and a qualitative 

way. For the former, I used the Environmental Policy Stringency (EPS) Index produced 

by the OECD (OECD, 2016a). While the EPS primarily evaluates regulatory mechanisms 

for climate change and air pollution, it is the only indicator that estimates, in quantitative 

terms, the relative stringency of environmental regulation. This index ranges from 0 for 

the least stringent to 6 for the most stringent. I compared the two countries on their 

respective average EPS Index between 2009 and 2015.79 I classified weak prioritisation 

as being when the EPS index is below 3 (lowest third), medium prioritisation as being 

between 3 and 3.5 (middle third) and high prioritisation as being above 3.5 (higher third). 

I also compared the EPS index with the perception of stringency estimated by the World 

Economic Forum (WEF) in their annual Global Competitiveness Index (WEF, 2016), 

which gathers views of business executives and scores them out of 7 (7 being the most 

stringent). 

Considering the imprecision of these two indicators, I finally took a more fine-grained 

descriptive approach. My description of biodiversity and environmental regulation in the 

two countries includes the level of legislation (e.g. whether it is in the Constitution or the 

environmental code), the degree of strictness of environmental regulation and the extent 

 
79 Absence of data after 2015. 
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of implementation. This more in-depth analysis was based on a literature review on 

biodiversity policy in the two countries. 

Institutional/administrative framework on biodiversity 

I evaluated the institutional framework on biodiversity by gathering the number and 

percentage of government staff working in environmental offices and agencies and by 

describing the institutional design of biodiversity governance in each country. For the 

former data I have extracted information for France from the French government website 

and for Australia from Mol’s comparison between what he calls the ‘environmental nation 

state’ (Mol, 2016). The percentage of total government staff working in environmental 

authorities and agencies at every level of governance (averaged across all relevant 

jurisdictions in Australia) illustrates the State capacity in environmental matters. I 

distinguished between a weak level of prioritisation, when less than 1.5% of government 

staff work in environmental offices and agencies; a medium level of between 1.5 and 3%; 

and a strong level for more than 3%. For the descriptive part, I emphasised the influence 

of environmental institutions and of the environmental sector compared to other 

governmental institutions and sectors. I based this descriptive part on OECD 

environmental reviews, State of the Environment reports (SoE) and peer-reviewed 

literature specific to each country. 

Knowledge generation framework on biodiversity 

Finally, I evaluated the knowledge generation framework from two perspectives: the 

percentage of governmental research and development (R&D) funding dedicated to 

biodiversity and environmental research and the level of coordination of biodiversity 

research. Since there is no cross-country database on the spending on biodiversity 

research and development, I simply compare the situation for France and Australia. I did 

an estimation by gathering data from each country’s OECD environmental performance 

review, SoE reports and national accounting database. I then described the level of 

coordination of biodiversity research by notably showing the link (or absence of link) 

between biodiversity sciences and policy. 

The following table (Table 4-1) presents the main indicators, sources of data or 

information and evaluation criteria I used to determine the level of biodiversity 

prioritisation in each country. 
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Table 4-1: Evaluation of biodiversity prioritisation 

 Indicator Sources 
Evaluation: level of prioritisation 

Weak Medium Strong 

 

(1) Public attitudes 

towards biodiversity 

prioritisation  

Opinion polls on 

environmental protection 

Koch and Fritz (2014) 

and other polls 

≤2.70 out of 5 (lowest 

third) 

Between 2.70 and 

2.90 (middle third) 

≥2.90 (highest 

third) 

(2) Budgetary and 

financial framework on 

biodiversity 

 

Levels of environmental 

taxation and spending  

OECD Biodiversity 

finance, national 

databases 

≤1.5% of GDP 

(lowest third) 

Between 1.5 and 

2.5% (middle third) 

≥2.5% (highest 

third) 

Measures taken to address 

impact on biodiversity 

from governmental 

budgetary and financial 

OECD environmental 

performance reviews, 

State of the 

Environment reports 

No action to 

systematically 

identify financial 

practices impacting 

biodiversity 

Identification of 

perverse practices 

(notably subsidies) 

but limited action 

to mitigate 

Complete 

budgetary and 

financial 

framework based 

on positive 

biodiversity 

outcomes 

(3) Legal framework on 

biodiversity 

 

Environmental Policy 

Stringency (OECD)80  

Environmental policy 

stringency (OECD, 

2016a) 

Below 3 – Lowest 

third among OECD 

Between 3 and 3.5 

– Middle third 

among OECD 

 

Above 3.5 – 

Highest third 

among OECD 

 

Description of 

biodiversity conservation 

law 

OECD environmental 

performance reviews 

and peer-reviewed 

literature on 

biodiversity law 

Laws regulating 

activities impacting 

biodiversity but not 

systematically applied 

Some laws 

regulating activities 

impacting 

biodiversity but 

sectoral differences 

 

Robust legal 

system regulating 

all activity 

impacting 

biodiversity (e.g. 

the Constitution) 

 

 
80 Average between 2009 and 2015 with variation in time. 
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(4) Institutional/ 

administrative framework 

on biodiversity 

Percentage of total 

government staff in 

environmental authorities 

and agencies81 

Mol (2016) and 

Ministère de la 

Transition Ecologique 

et Solidaire (2018) 

Low (≤1.5%) Partial (1.5-3%) High (≥3%) 

Influence/power of 

environmental institutions 

OECD countries’ 

environmental 

performance reports 

and peer-reviewed 

literature 

Weak normative and 

regulatory power 

Medium normative 

and regulatory 

power 

Strong normative 

and regulatory 

power 

(5) Knowledge generation 

framework on biodiversity 

Level of funding and 

coordination of 

biodiversity knowledge 

OECD countries’ 

environmental 

performance and 

national database 

Poorly-funded and 

fragmented research 

on biodiversity (no 

link to policy) 

Partially organised 

and medium-

funded research 

(medium link to 

policy) 

Organised and well 

funded bodies 

integrating different 

kinds of knowledge 

 
81 Average between 2010 and 2016 with variation in time. 
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4.3. General results 

Based on the methods described above, I present below my evaluation of the different 

components of biodiversity prioritisation in each country. My evaluation takes into account the 

differences between the two countries’ jurisdictional systems, France being a unitary 

jurisdiction but subject to relevant European environmental directives and Australia being a 

federal system made up of relatively autonomous states and territories. To deal with these 

differences, I mention for each component, where relevant and possible, the inter-level 

perspective. For instance, for France, I note the EU environmental frameworks France is 

compelled to follow and how France performs with regards to these frameworks. For Australia, 

I mention, where relevant, the framework at the federal level and the relative degree of 

difference between the states/territories and potential outlier states or territories when relevant. 

While my timeframe goes between 2009 and 2019, I also incorporate more recent 

developments I have followed beyond 2019. 

The difference between the two countries is obvious in every component for which the two 

countries have a medium level of prioritisation. France has a medium level of prioritisation in 

relation to the budgetary and financial, legal, institutional and knowledge generation 

frameworks, whereas Australia has a weak level for these four components. The two countries 

also differ in terms of attitudes towards biodiversity prioritisation, France scoring high while 

Australia scores medium. The following table (Table 4-2) summarises the evaluation of each 

component for the two countries, providing an evaluation – weak, medium, or strong – and a 

short description justifying the evaluation. 
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Table 4-2: General results of evaluation of biodiversity prioritisation 

 Indicator 
France Australia 

Evaluation Description Evaluation Description 

(1) Public attitudes 

towards 

biodiversity 

prioritisation 

Opinion polls on 

environmental 

protection 

Strong 
2.97 (highest 

third) 
Medium 2.71 (middle third) 

(2) Budgetary and 

financial 

framework on 

biodiversity 

Levels of 

environmental 

taxation and 

spending 

Medium 

2% of GDP 

(middle third 

among OECD) 

Weak 

≤1.5% of GDP 

(lowest third among 

OECD) 

Measures taken to 

address impact on 

biodiversity from 

governmental 

budgetary and 

financial 

Identification of 

perverse subsidies 

but limited action 

to mitigate 

Limited action to 

identify perverse 

subsidies 

(3) Legal 

framework on 

biodiversity 

Environmental 

Policy Stringency 

(OECD)82 

Medium 

Above 3.5 – 

Highest third 

among OECD 

Weak 

Below 3 – Lowest 

third among OECD 

Description of 

biodiversity 

conservation law 

Some laws 

regulating 

activities 

impacting 

biodiversity but 

sectoral 

differences 

Not systematically 

applied laws 

regulating activities 

impacting 

biodiversity and 

great variation 

between states and 

territories 

(4) Institutional / 

administrative 

framework on 

biodiversity 

Percentage of total 

government staff in 

environmental 

authorities and 

agencies83 Medium 

2.7 % (48,536 

staff) 

Weak 

Less than 1.5% 

(2,691 staff) 

Influence/power of 

environmental 

institutions 

Structured and 

integrated 

governance 

Fragmented and 

relatively unstable 

governance across 

multiple institutions 

(5) Knowledge 

generation 

framework on 

biodiversity 

Level of funding and 

coordination of 

biodiversity 

knowledge 

Medium 

Between 0.7% and 

1.3%84 

Weak 

Around 0.9%85 

Partially organised 

and medium 

funded research 

(medium link to 

policy) 

Medium but unstable 

funded and 

fragmented research 

on biodiversity 

(limited link to 

policy) 

 

 
82 Average between 2009 and 2015 with variation in time. 
83 Average between 2010 and 2016 with variation in time. 
84 And 0.1% and 0.2% of total spending on R&D (including private businesses). 
85 And between 0.07% and 0.09% of total R&D (including private businesses). 
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I describe the evaluation of each component for each country, below. 

4.4. Attitudes towards biodiversity prioritisation 

As previously mentioned in the methods section (4.2 above), I based the evaluation of the 

public attitudes towards biodiversity prioritisation on the comparative study conducted by 

Koch and Fritz (2014) and, more broadly, on complementary opinion polls on biodiversity and 

the environment, more broadly. 

4.4.1. France 

In the comparative survey led by Koch and Fritz (2014), French participants responded to the 

two items – ‘Economic growth harms the environment’ and ‘How willing would you be to 

accept cuts in your standard of living in order to protect the environment?’ – with, on average, 

2.97 out of 5, which places France among the highest third of countries surveyed in relation to 

these items. This suggests that the level of consideration for the environment among the public 

is relatively high in France compared to that in other countries in the study. Other polls on the 

environment show similar results. The special Eurobarometer survey on biodiversity conducted 

every two or three years (Eurobarometer Special, 2013, Eurobarometer Special, 2018), asking 

specifically about the reasons ‘Why it might be important to halt biodiversity loss’, shows a 

significant increase in concern in France between 2013 and 2018. From a ranking that was a 

little below the EU average in 2013, France was, in 2018, among the three top EU countries in 

terms of ‘biodiversity awareness’. Another Eurobarometer evaluating general attitudes towards 

the environment conducted every three years (Eurobarometer, 2011, Eurobarometer, 2014, 

Eurobarometer, 2017) asks how important ‘protecting the environment’ is to the participants. 

As for the more specific Eurobarometer on biodiversity, the broader environmental 

Eurobarometer shows France scoring close to the EU average in 2011 but with one of the 

highest scores in 2017. The respondents systematically prioritised in order, pollution (of water, 

air and soil), the depletion of natural resources and climate change. Another particularly 

relevant environmental poll was the one conducted by the governmental environmental agency, 

Agence de la transition écologique (ADEME), which regularly studies the idealistic 

perspectives (perspectives utopiques) among 2,000 people selected as representative of the 

French society (ADEME et al., 2019). This study identified three idealistic systems in the 

French population: an ecological ideal, which advocates for a more ‘sober’, less materialist 

society based on a reciprocal relationship with nature, concerned 55% of the participants; a 
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security ideal, mixing nostalgia (for the past) and fear or anxiety for the future (notably 

regarding the environment), concerned 29% of the participants; and lastly, a techno-liberal 

ideal promoting human and technological progress above everything else (notably the 

environment), concerned only 16% of the participant. Across these three idealistic perspectives, 

a key figure is that 86% of the participants agreed with the statement ‘our consumption model 

is harmful to the environment’. In sum, these different opinion polls on the environment depict 

that the French population as being highly concerned about the state of biodiversity and about 

the environment in general, and as particularly aware of the inadequacy of our current 

economic development model with regards to the state of the environment. It is noteworthy 

that this trend was constantly on the rise in the period studied. 

4.4.2. Australia 

Compared to the other countries surveyed by Koch and Fritz (2014), Australia scored relatively 

low, with an average of 2.6 out of 5 for the statement ‘Economic growth harms the environment’ 

and 2.71 for ‘How willing would you be to accept cuts in your standard of living in order to 

protect the environment?’ Among all countries surveyed, Australia, along with the United 

States, was ranked third lowest in environmental awareness. Other environmental polls have 

confirmed this finding. The most recent ABS environmental views or behaviours (ABS, 2011-

12) showed a significant decrease in concern about environmental issues in the Australian 

population between 2008 and 2012, with a drop from 82% to 62%.86 Unfortunately, the ABS 

has not produced studies on environmental awareness since 2012 (Australian SoE Committee, 

2016). However, some studies have been undertaken by civil society groups after 2012. For 

instance, a study of the Australian attitudes to nature (WWF Australia, 2017) indicated that 

Australians had a positive opinion about the current condition of the ‘natural environment and 

wildlife’, with the vast majority (80%) saying it was in a good state. The same study showed a 

major decline in concern, from 89.9% in 2007 to 73.1% in 2012.87 The slow increase since then 

(with 81.3% in 2017) does not fully compensate the drop from 2007. 

4.5. Budgetary and financial framework on biodiversity 

I evaluated the budgetary and financial framework of each country according to its level of 

environmental taxation and spending (as a percentage of the GDP) and to the actions they have 

 
86 There was very limited variety across the different states and territories. Though, there was a slight difference with higher 

percentages in big cities and the ACT. 
87 ‘If we don't act now, we will never control our environmental problems’. 
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taken (or not) to modify budgetary norms that have a negative impact on biodiversity. The table 

below (Table 4-3) shows the different metrics I used in this part of my evaluation of the 

budgetary and financial framework. 

Table 4-3: Biodiversity and environmental taxation and spending (2009-2019)88 

 France Australia 

Taxation for biodiversity objectives 0.08% less than 0.01% 

Biodiversity spending 0.1% 0.04% 

Environmental taxation 2% 1.8% 

Environmental spending 2% 0.9% 

4.5.1. France 

In France, taxation for biodiversity objectives over the time period under study represented 

about USD 1.7 billion per year, which accounts for 0.08% of the country’s GDP. This makes 

France’s taxation for biodiversity objectives the second highest among OECD countries after 

the Netherlands (OECD, 2018). For instance, taxes on the use of pesticides amounts around 

USD 80 million per year. The amount earned from these taxes was mostly spent on Ecophyto 

1 and 2, which aimed to help farmers to reduce the use of chemical pesticides and fertilisers. 

On average, biodiversity spending in France is around 2.3 billion USD per year, accounting for 

0.1% of its GDP. Crucially, in terms of both taxation and spending, the budget on biodiversity 

has increased significantly since 2000 – this increase amounted to more than 50% between 

2000 and 2013 (OECD, 2016b). The State is now responsible for 75% of spending on 

biodiversity conservation and sustainable use,89 compared to only 50% in 2000 (AFB & ONB, 

2018). It is also important to understand this number alongside total environmental spending, 

in 2015 was estimated to be around USD 60 billion, constituting 2% of the French GDP, placing 

France in the highest third of OECD countries (Ministère de la Transition Ecologique et 

Solidaire, 2018, OECD, 2019). Similarly, in terms of taxation, the French government receives 

2% of its GDP in environmental taxes. 

Regarding the impact of the financial support on biodiversity, in 2012 the Centre d’Analyse 

Stratégique (CAS), which operates under the authority of the Prime Minister, carried out an 

exhaustive inventory of State support mechanisms (subsidies, tax expenditures and 

externalisation of costs) that have perverse impacts on biodiversity (CAS, 2012). The report 

categorised 3 types of impact: degradation of ecosystems, overexploitation of natural resources 

 
88 Based on OECD documents and national budgetary reports, values are the percentage of their respective GDP. Numbers 

represent an average per year between 2010 and 2016. 
89 The rest is divided between different actors from the private sector and NGOs. 
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and pollution. While the French government has shown some willingness to systematically 

identify financial issues for biodiversity, it has taken limited actions to modify the structure of 

its budget in order to reduce or reverse its perverse impacts on biodiversity. However, since 

2017, France has participated in voluntary reporting on trends of EU countries’ environmental 

spending (OECD, 2019)90 and in 2019 officially announced that it would align its entire budget 

with Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) from 2020 onwards, notably in relation to the 

two directly relevant objectives for biodiversity that are ‘life on land’ and ‘life below water’ 

(OECD, 2019). These elements show that the French Government is willing to increase its 

financial support for biodiversity, while implementing limited actions to profoundly transform 

it. 

4.5.2. Australia 

Australia’s taxation for biodiversity objectives, Australia remains among the lowest among 

OECD countries, being less than USD 100 million per year, which is less than 0.01% of its 

GDP (OECD, 2018). Examples of such taxation in Australia are entrance fees to national parks 

or fees to purchase a recreational fishing licence. According to the Australian Government, 

Commonwealth biodiversity expenditure was relatively stable between 2010 and 2016 at 

around USD 270 million per year, which is less than 0.04% of the country’s GDP (Australian 

Government, 2010-2016). While the Great Barrier Reef has recently received additional 

funding through the Reef 2050 plan, the Australian budget on biodiversity and more broadly 

on the environment, is low, compared to average OECD countries and has significantly 

decreased over time since 2009 (OECD 2019). In 2019, Australian environmental expenditure 

was less than 0.9% of its GDP, which places Australia among the lowest third countries in 

OECD in terms of environmental spending. This has led many environmental programs to stop 

partially or completely. For instance, the Green Army program, an environmental education 

and work program for young people, has not been renewed since 2015. While the biodiversity 

outcomes of this program were, at best, neutral, this program has not been replaced by a more 

substantial environmental education and work program for young people. In fact, overall 

environmental expenditure is unstable and has been decreasing over time when compared to 

other sectors such as transport infrastructure, which has been allocated USD 42 billion from 

 
90 European Parliament policy number 538/2014 adopted on April 16, 2014. 
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the Commonwealth between 2013/14 and 2020/21 and guaranteed financial stability in the 

government budget over time. 

Australia has not yet provided a systematic study of the impact of its financial and budgetary 

support (subsidies and tax) on biodiversity, framework on biodiversity. This suggests an 

absence of government willingness to identify perverse subsidies for biodiversity and provide 

ways to mitigate them. In contrast, other OECD countries, like France, have undertaken actions 

to provide a systematic analysis of the links between budgetary and financial measures and 

their impact on biodiversity. Emphasising this gap, the OECD Australia environmental 

performance review commented that, contrary to Australia, 

[o]ther OECD governments have, however, begun to identify incentives harmful to 

biodiversity and work towards phasing them out. France, for example, released a report in 

2012 identifying a variety of public measures harmful to biodiversity (OECD, 2019). 

Therefore, the financial and budgetary framework on biodiversity in Australia is not only 

fragile in quantitative terms (low taxation for biodiversity objectives and spending); it is also 

poorly informed by the lack of a systematic overview of the impact of all levels of government 

taxation and spending on biodiversity and on the environment more broadly. 

4.6. Legal framework on biodiversity 

I evaluated the legal framework on biodiversity through the Environmental Policy Stringency 

(EPS) Index produced by the OECD and by describing biodiversity policy in the two countries, 

notably the institutional level of regulation, the degree of regulation and the extent of 

implementation. 

4.6.1. France 

Between 2009 and 2015, the French EPS Index was stable and slowly increasing, with an 

average of 3.5 out of 6, placing France in the higher third among OECD countries in relation 

to this measure. At the same time, the perception of environmental stringency by executives of 

private corporations (WEF, 2016) was around 5.1 out of 7, which is in the average for OECD 

countries. 

The French legal framework on biodiversity has substantially evolved since the 2005 Charte 

de l’Environnement (Environment Charter), which brought the environment into the French 

Constitution, the highest level in the hierarchy of laws (O’Gorman, 2017). The first article of 
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the charter announces that ‘each individual has the right to live in a balanced and healthy 

environment respectful of one’s health’. The charter lists the main duties for the State, which 

are to constantly prevent degradation of the environment, to apply a precautionary principle in 

every decision and to implement a polluter-pays principle. The charter also lists environmental 

rights for citizens. Key rights are equal access to full information on and participation in 

decisions that impact the environment and equal access to environmental justice in court 

(Bourg, 2011). The Grenelle de l’environnement, a set of high-level environmental roundtables 

organised in 2007, has considerably strengthened French environmental law by reinforcing 

EIAs, especially with the inclusion of the prioritising triptych, ‘avoid, minimise, offset’, and 

by making independent scientific advice from the Conseil national de la protection de la nature 

(CNPN) compulsory for evaluating impacts of development projects on local biodiversity. The 

biodiversity bill enacted in 2016 also reinforced environmental law with the adoption of the a 

non-regression principle aimed at guaranteeing no net loss of biodiversity from development 

projects (article L110-1); through the reinforcement of criteria determining ‘ecological harm’ 

or damage (préjudice écologique); through sanctions against actors responsible for damage; 

and through a bans on neonicotinoids, widely used pesticides detrimental to pollinators 

(Collectif, 2010-18). Before 2016, the prioritising triptych, ‘avoid, minimise, offset’, initiated 

by the Grenelle, was regularly criticised for not sufficiently precise to evaluate the impact on 

biodiversity or to diminish the actual damage or disturbance caused (Quétier et al., 2015). With 

the 2016 bill, the legal framework switched from a focus on threatened species to a much more 

comprehensive conservation of biodiversity, and of ‘common’ biodiversity in particular 

(OECD 2016). 91  Despite these improvements, there are still major loopholes in French 

biodiversity law. For instance, the polluter-pays principle is poorly implemented, mainly 

because fees associated with pollution are too low to be a disincentive. Also, French 

biodiversity (and more broadly, environmental) agencies are only consultative, they have no 

veto power on development projects. Another example is the weak enforcement of 

environmental law with a low level of sentences in cases when environmental harm has been 

demonstrated (Barone, 2018). Finally, France, like many countries, experiences difficulties in 

implementing environmental law. For instance, the State Council _which is both the highest 

jurisdiction responsible for advising the government and the supreme court for administrative 

justice – still privileges economic development and social issues over environmental concerns, 

 
91 Common biodiversity is about the health of all species and ecosystems, rather than only those that are threatened. 
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and regularly authorises government-supported development projects despite opposition from 

administrative jurisdictions with less authority and advice from scientific advisory bodies such 

as CNPN (Ullmann, 2017). 

4.6.2. Australia 

On average between 2009 and 2015, the Australian EPS index was 3.2 out of 6, which places 

Australia in the middle third among OECD countries. However, this index was far from stable 

during this period of time. Instead, it fluctuated between 2.5 and 4.07, which was one of the 

greatest range of EPS variations among OECD countries at that time – with peaks in 2009 and 

2013 and troughs in 2011 and 2014. At the same time, the perception of environmental 

stringency among executives of private corporations was 5.8 (WEF, 2016). These figures point 

out to the fact that along with Ireland, Australia has one of the highest gaps between the EPS 

index and the WEF perception of environmental stringencies among OECD countries. This 

suggests that, to a greater extent than in most OECD countries, there is a significant contrast 

between perceptions of environmental regulation by executives of Australian corporations and 

the actual level of regulation. This contrast is symptom of an overstatement of environmental 

regulation by key actors in the Australian private sector. 

The legal framework on biodiversity in Australia is complex and involves a distribution of 

rights and responsibilities between the state/territory and federal levels. At the federal level, 

the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act (EPBC Act) can be used with 

external affairs powers that the federal government has under the Australian Constitution. This 

legal framework was enacted in 1999 and is the consolidation of previously disconnected 

pieces of environmental legislation (Dovers, 2013). The bill focuses on nine matters of national 

environmental significance, including, among others, the Great Barrier Reef (also a World 

Heritage Site) and migratory species covered under the Bonn Convention on Migratory Species 

of Wild Animals (CMS) or the Ramsar Convention on wetlands. These nine matters are the 

primary responsibility of the federal Government. While the highest level of law, the 

Constitution, does not mention biodiversity, nature or the environment, the Commonwealth 

Parliament can intervene to override state legislation or decisions 92  if, for instance, 

development projects threaten the implementation of an international agreement on the 

environment, notably on the nine matters of national environmental significance (O’Gorman, 

2017). The EPBC Act makes environmental impact assessments (EIA) compulsory for any 

 
92 However, a state can take a controversial decision made by the Parliament to the High Court and potentially challenge it. 
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significant impact on any of the nine matters. However, this legal framework has been criticised 

by numerous reviews, audits and parliamentary inquiries as being inadequate, ineffective and 

poorly implemented (ANAO, 2020). For instance, in theory, EIAs prioritise avoidance (of 

environmental harm) over mitigation and offsetting actions. In practice, the implementation of 

this triple priority mechanism is rarely effective, offsetting frequently being privileged over 

avoidance and mitigation, thus increasing pressures on biodiversity (Evans, 2017, OECD, 

2019). Moreover, the implementation of environmental law is fragmented across jurisdictions 

and rarely equally implemented in the different states and territories (Evans, 2017). Finally, 

overall, apart from the NSW Biodiversity Act (2016), which is quite comprehensive, 

enforcement of the Australian legal framework largely focuses on the nine matters of 

environmental significance under the EPBC Act, most notably on threatened species. This 

focus often neglects both ‘common’ biodiversity and the ecosystem level (Evans, 2017). In 

sum, the legal framework in Australia is weak. 

4.7. Institutional/administrative framework on biodiversity 

The institutional framework on biodiversity results from a combination of quantitative data, 

namely, a tally of the number of staff employed in environmental institutions vis-à-vis the total 

number of government staff and information on the structure of governance (institutional 

design) in the two countries. 

4.7.1. France 

In quantitative terms, the French Ministry for the Environment employed on average 48,536 

persons in executive agencies between 2010 and 2018 (Direction du budget 2010-2018). This 

number varied over the period with a slow decline from 2010 to 2016 and an increase after 

2016. On average, the number of employees in environmental offices and agencies in the time 

period studied was 2.7% of total government staff, which is relatively high compared to other 

OECD countries (Mol, 2016). 

From a more descriptive perspective, the French government largely transformed its 

institutional design for biodiversity governance with the creation of the Agence française pour 

la biodiversité (AFB) (French agency for Biodiversity) in 2016, that had as its main objective 

to ‘streamline’ biodiversity governance. To do so, the national AFB has the mission of 

coordinating the creation of Agences régionales pour la biodiversité (ARB) (Regional agencies 

for biodiversity) and of ensuring the implementation at every level of the NBS, which involves 
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improving knowledge on biodiversity, its conservation and sustainable use. The AFB has a 

constant annual budget of about USD 250 million to complete these missions. The creation of 

the AFB was complemented by the creation of the Comité national de la biodiversité (CNB), 

the consultative political body predominantly composed of environmental NGOs. These two 

institutions (AFB and CNB) are advised on scientific grounds by the CNPN and the 

Observatoire national de la biodiversité (ONB), the latter being in charge of establishing and 

monitoring a precise and comprehensive set of long-term indicators (including socio-economic 

indicators) on the evolution of biodiversity. I will elaborate on this expertise aspect in the next 

section on the knowledge generation framework. Recent changes in 2020 to the structure of 

the AFB93 through the integration of Office National de la Chasse et de la Faune Sauvage 

(ONCFS), the regulatory body for fishing and hunting activities, may reduce the regulatory 

capacity of the AFB by giving a louder voice to the hunting federation in the governance of 

biodiversity than before. On the other hand, however, the AFB is now responsible for the 

regulation of fishing and hunting activities, which were previously largely self-regulated by the 

ONCFS. On a different front, the project évaluation française des écosystèmes et des services 

écosystémiques (EFESE) created, in 2013, is a platform aimed at establishing a systematic 

valuation of ecosystem services. The institutional design of EFESE was inspired by the IPBES, 

as it aims to be a national platform that connects biodiversity sciences with policy and society. 

EFESE regularly recommends94 that the government uses these values to guide decisions at 

every level and in every sector. EFESE has a strong influence on decisions impacting 

biodiversity, notably at the départemental (sub-regional) level (OECD, 2016b). To sum up, the 

institutional framework on biodiversity in France is now structured and integrated around 

specialist institutions (CNPN, ONB, EFESE), a prominent administrative/executive agency 

(AFB) and its political arm in legislative circles (CNB). 

4.7.2. Australia 

In quantitative terms, the federal Department of the Environment95 employed an average of 

2,691 people between 2010 and 2018 (Department of Environment and Energy, 2010-2018). 

The number of people working in the Department decreased by about 15% over this period. 

On average, the environmental sector occupied less than 1.5% of the total Government 

workforce. At the state and territory level, apart from the Northern Territory, which 

 
93 The new name of the AFB is, since January 2020, Office Français pour la Biodiversité. 
94 Through its reports on the values of biodiversity and ecosystem services in different productive sectors (e.g. agriculture). 
95 The Department of the Environment is now called the Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment. 
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significantly increased both its budget and workforce during the same period, the situation was 

similar to the federal level: a slow but steady decrease since 1990 (Mol, 2016). 

Biodiversity governance in Australia is more an ad-hoc articulation of different environmental 

programs than a structured and coherent governance architecture with a clear distribution of 

responsibilities between key institutions that ensure continuity and consistency of biodiversity 

policy at every level. This ad-hoc governance framework consists of conservation institutions 

(e.g. protected areas), economic instruments (e.g. water trading and environmental stewardship) 

and participatory and informative instruments (e.g. the National Landcare Program or recovery 

plans for threatened species) that are not always connected to each other by a specific institution 

(OECD, 2019). Indeed, Australia has not conducted structural reforms of environmental 

governance that can provide a clear picture of how biodiversity is managed, funded and 

integrated in or prioritised vis-à-vis other sectors. The National Landcare Program (NLP) is 

particularly representative of this situation. According to the OECD environmental 

performance report: 

[the] government has been criticised for continual fluctuations in [NLP] funding levels, 

policy direction and administrative requirements that make on-the-ground progress difficult 

for local and regional organisations. Performance measurement has also tended to be 

administrative (e.g. dollars spent, trees planted) rather than focused on [positive] 

biodiversity outcomes (OECD, 2019: 196). 

In short, many environmental programs lack sustained funding, governance visibility 

(institutional design), monitoring (targets, objectives and measurable progress), human 

resources (workforce) and data or a knowledge generation framework (OECD 2019). However, 

some programs have benefited from the decline of funding for other conservation programs. 

This is the case for the Great Barrier Reef and invasive species programs. The Great Barrier 

Reef has recently attracted more political visibility, particularly due to successive episodes of 

coral bleaching and to the fact that the reef has been at risk of being listed as ‘in danger’ on the 

UNESCO World Heritage List. This led to the project Reef 2050, a collaborative approach 

initiated in 2016-17 aiming at addressing the main pressures on the Great Barrier Reef with 

clear sets of actions and secured long-term funding. This suggests that biodiversity issues are 

prioritised differently according to the vision of the government of the day or the perceived 

level of urgency of specific issues (e.g. the Great Barrier Reef). On the one hand, when critical 

issues like severe bleaching of coral in the Great Barrier Reef arise, the governance framework 

can be responsive with a more active role played by the federal government in supporting the 



   

72 

states and territories concerned. On the other hand, Australia lacks a consistent, stable and 

continuous governance framework that is able to ensure a more systemic long-term 

prioritisation of biodiversity and environmental planning. 

4.8. Knowledge generation framework on biodiversity 

Finally, I evaluated the knowledge generation framework by estimating the government 

spending on biodiversity research between 2010 and 2018 in France and Australia and the level 

of coordination between biodiversity research and policy. 

4.8.1. France 

In quantitative terms, the French government spent on average between USD 72 and 143 

million annually on biodiversity research between 2010 and 2018 (AFB & ONB, 2018, OECD, 

2016b). This accounted for between 0.7% and 1.3% of total government R&D spending and 

0.1% and 0.2% of total spending on R&D (including by private businesses). On average, this 

spending has substantially increased since 2000, when annual spending was around USD 20 to 

30 million and peaking in the mid 2010s and slowly decreasing after that. Research on 

biodiversity from governmental institutions remains high, compared to other sectors, 

particularly in the context of decrease of government spending on general R&D in general that 

has characterised the last two decades (Mol, 2016). 

In terms of coordination, France has partially succeeded in establishing a solid research 

framework on biodiversity. The Fondation pour la Recherche sur la Biodiversité (FRB) 

organises research on biodiversity and offers policy advice on biodiversity at the French and 

the EU levels. The FRB was an initiator and a key actor in the project BiodivERsA, a pan-

European network of institutions and organisations in 15 EU countries that work cooperatively 

to produce, fund and coordinate biodiversity research in order to advise both national and 

European governments. The FRB is well funded compared to other State-funded research 

bodies in other fields, especially in the current context of State funding cuts (AFB & ONB, 

2018, OECD, 2016b). The ONB develops, monitors and publishes measurable indicators on 

(positive and negative) biodiversity outcomes and outputs, including socio-economic 

dimensions. For instance, the ONB produces an annual indicator on the percentage of land 

dedicated to agro-ecological schemes, an indicator on the government spending on biodiversity 

conservation and sustainable use and an indicator on the citizens’ perceptions of biodiversity. 

However, it is important to point out the limitations of the French knowledge generation 
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framework. The most obvious limitation is the absence of direct links between research (FRB, 

EFESE, ONB) and consultative or legislative bodies such as the CNPN, the CNB or the Office 

parlementaire d’évaluation des choix scientifiques et techniques, the main scientific advisory 

body of the French Parliament. In conclusion, despite a solid framework on biodiversity 

research, notably in terms of funding, the French science-policy interface on biodiversity 

continues to be relatively weak. 

4.8.2. Australia 

In Australia, between 2010 and 2018, biodiversity research was funded at an average of USD 

15 million per year (Australian SoE Committee, 2016, OECD, 2019),96 which equalled 0.9% 

of total government spending on R&D and 0.08% of total spending on research R&D on 

average (including by private businesses). However, numerous programs directly linked to 

biodiversity research have seen their funding significantly cut in the last five years. This 

includes major cuts to the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 

(CSIRO) and National Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility (NCCARF), notably but 

not only, to biodiversity research programs (Australian SoE Committee, 2016, OECD, 2019). 

Altogether, the Atlas for Living Australia, Integrated Marine Observing System and Terrestrial 

Ecosystem saw their funding cut from above USD 18 million in 2010 to 11 million in 2016. 

On a different but related front, research on climate change adaptation, for which biodiversity 

is a crucial pillar, has experienced a drop in government funding from above USD 17 million 

in 2012 to less than 4 million from 2017 onwards, with no major compensation from other 

(mainly private) actors (Australian SoE Committee, 2016, OECD, 2019). While I do not 

consider climate change adaptation research directly as part of biodiversity R&D, this 

illustrates that decreases in government funding on biodiversity R&D have been accompanied 

by other cuts in funding of the broader environmental R&D. 

Moreover, biodiversity (and more broadly environmental) research rarely translates into 

policies as this research is not policy focused (Australian SoE Committee, 2016, OECD, 2019). 

The Atlas for Living Australia (ALA), which is a leading attempt to collect and gather broad 

data on biodiversity in Australia, was never intended to feed into policy. The National 

Environmental Science Program, the main funding program on environmental sciences in 

 
96 The main biodiversity research programs are Australia Biological Resources Study, Bush Blitz, Atlas of Living Australia, 

Integrated Marine Observing System and Terrestrial Ecosystem Research Network. 
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Australia is divided into multiple ‘hubs’.97 However, this program, apart from the threatened 

species recovery hub, which has a more direct link to policy through the Threatened Species 

Commissioner, does not systematically coordinate directly with policy (OECD, 2019). The 

lack of coordination between research and policy has even increased since 2010. For instance, 

two important hubs that were dedicated to coordinate environmental research with 

environmental decisions were stopped in 2014. 98 These two hubs have failed to be a two-way 

interface between research and policy and have therefore never met the objective of linking 

biodiversity sciences to policy. To sum up, the knowledge generation framework in Australia 

remains weak in terms of funding levels and also suffers from a major lack of linkage between 

sciences and policy. 

4.9. Conclusion 

Over the 2010-2019, period on which this study focuses, the two countries showed sharp 

contrasts in every aspect of biodiversity prioritisation. Citizens’ support for biodiversity 

prioritisation between 2009 and 2019 and beyond was and still is more consistent in France 

than in Australia. Evaluation of the budgetary and financial framework on biodiversity points 

to a medium level of prioritisation in France with sustained governmental taxation for 

biodiversity objectives and expenditure and some actions aiming to systematically analyse the 

impact on biodiversity of the budget of the government and more broadly, of private finance. 

In contrast, application of the budgetary and financial framework in Australia demonstrates 

that the level of biodiversity prioritisation for the same period has continued to be weak, with 

fragile biodiversity and broader environmental taxation and spending and no action taken to 

identify the impact of finance on biodiversity. Evaluation through the lens of the legal 

framework shows that the level of biodiversity prioritisation in France has remained stable and 

medium in France, whereas it has been unstable and weak in Australia. Results of the 

evaluation also demonstrate that the legal framework on biodiversity prioritisation in France 

has strengthened over time with a more comprehensive definition of biodiversity adopted up 

to the highest level of legislation (the Constitution), despite different degrees of implementation 

across sectors. In contrast, the Australian legal framework has remained fragmented across 

 
97 The hubs are: clean air and urban landscape, marine biodiversity, threatened species recovery, Earth and climate change, 

Northern Australia environmental resource and tropical water quality. 
98 Some of their activities are still occurring with for instance the ARC Centre of Excellence for Environmental Decisions 

(CEED) for the former and through other hubs for the latter but, in both cases, with less funding and no direct link with 

policy. 
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jurisdictions, complex and largely based on threatened species and, to a lesser extent on poorly 

defined threatened ecosystems. Moreover, between 2010 and 2019 and beyond, the French 

institutional framework relied on a stable and important share of government staff and 

structured and integrated governance with a clear institutional design. By comparison, the 

Australian institutional framework was and still is weak in terms of staffing; fragmented across 

multiple, sometimes overlapping institutions and jurisdictions; and therefore lacking a clear 

institutional design based on a comprehensive definition of biodiversity. Finally, the evaluation 

of the French knowledge generation framework points to a medium level of biodiversity 

prioritisation, with sustained government funding over time and some, though not major, 

improvement of links between biodiversity research and policy. In contrast to that, the funding 

of biodiversity and environmental research in Australia, while relatively high in 2010, has 

dramatically decreased since. The absence of links between biodiversity research and policy is 

also to blame for the weak Australian knowledge generation framework. 

In conclusion, biodiversity prioritisation was shown to be higher in France than Australia in 

every aspect of the evaluation for the period from 2010 to 2019 and beyond. However, this 

does not mean that France performs especially well on biodiversity prioritisation. In relative 

terms, France was and continues to be on the whole in the upper average among OECD 

countries, but this performance is often limited by numerous shortcomings. In absolute terms, 

France is therefore still far from adequately prioritising biodiversity in decision-making. The 

evaluation results demonstrate that Australia, in contrast, scores low on biodiversity 

prioritisation over same period. This low score is both to be understood in relative terms with 

regards to other OECD countries and, in absolute terms, since biodiversity is still not 

considered to be a priority in Australia, which is especially striking considering the decline in 

biodiversity in Australia across the board over the period from 2010 to 2019. 
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Chapter 5. Biodiversity discourses in France: paradigm crisis and 

ecological transition 

5.1. Introduction and methods 

As a preliminary step towards evaluating France’s deliberative capacity on biodiversity, this 

chapter is both descriptive and evaluative. On the descriptive side, it describes the biodiversity 

discourses that exist in the French public space and in the French empowered space. On the 

evaluative front, the chapter offers an evaluation of the presence of biodiversity discourses in 

each public space and their presence and uptake in each empowered space. As explained in 

Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, I base my evaluation of deliberative capacity on the three criteria of 

inclusiveness, authenticity and consequentiality. This chapter primarily addresses the question 

of inclusiveness and presents preliminary findings on the deliberative capacity of France on 

biodiversity. Chapter 7 complements these preliminary findings by comparing and analysing 

how France and Australia compare with regards to the implications of each country’s discursive 

setting for its deliberative capacity. 

As discussed in Chapter 3 on methods, I have used discourse analysis and some aspects of 

social network analysis to identify the different biodiversity discourses that occur in France. 

Appendix E. Results: social network analysis) presents the results for the social network 

analysis based on (supportive and critical) interactions in the French media. The main sources 

of information were media articles, consultation procedures for the NBS, parliamentary debates 

and biodiversity strategies and policies. In presenting the results of my in-depth analysis of 

French biodiversity politics between 2009 and 2019, I have also continued to take account of 

developments up until the time of writing this thesis. 

In this chapter, I describe the key features of each discourse and how it appears in each space 

of the deliberative system. To illustrate the differences between the discourses, I systematically 

draw on two key ongoing debates on biodiversity that were prominent in media articles: the 

debate on the use of chemical pesticides and fertilisers in agriculture and their impact on 

biodiversity and human health and the debate on the integration of biodiversity conservation 

(alongside with climate change, planetary boundaries and the ‘non-regression’ 99 principle) into 

the French Constitution. I also include several references to a third debate on the ‘duty of 

vigilance’ of parent and subsidiary companies for environmental and social responsibility 

 
99 Principle according to which environmental norms, regulations and policies already in place should not be revised. 
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(ESR), which led to the creation of a legal framework on ESR in 2017. These three debates, 

which are the most prominent debates in the media articles, help with understanding and 

disaggregating the discourses on biodiversity in a more applied policy context. 

The first section of this chapter describes the discourses on biodiversity occurring in the French 

public space. The second section describes the presence and uptake of each discourse in the 

empowered space. That section also provides an analysis of the implications of the presence 

and uptake of specific discourses, thereby discussing elements relating to authenticity, which 

will be further explored from a comparative perspective in Chapter 7. 

5.2. The public space: the pattern of competing biodiversity discourses 

One way to determine the inclusiveness of the public space is to assess the plurality of 

contesting discourses existing in the public space. For that, I have collected and analysed five 

types of data for evaluating the deliberative capacity of the public space: the 2010 NBS 

consultation process; media articles on biodiversity issues published in mainstream newspapers 

between 2009 and 2018; different observation of events related to biodiversity governance 

involving environmental groups; and peer-reviewed literature on French environmental politics. 

This section describes the French public space on biodiversity as a place of debate and 

contestation between different discourses. In the French public space, plural perspectives on 

biodiversity co-exist with, compete or complement each other. My analysis has distinguished 

four biodiversity discourses: ecosystem collapse, ecological solidarity, ecological 

modernisation and economic development. These four discourses differ in terms of how they 

define, frame, value and prioritise biodiversity, how they assess the ecological situation and 

how societies and governments should respond to this situation.100 The following table (Table 

5-1) outlines how the four discourses frame the biodiversity issue. 

 
100 As I outlined in Chapter 3, discourses are not rigid structures. Instead, they constitute both constrains and opportunities of 

interactions within and between discourses. 
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Table 5-1: Overview of biodiversity discourses in France (2009-2019) 

Discourses 

 

Framing 

aspects 

Ecological collapse 
Ecological 

solidarity 

Ecological 

modernisation 

Economic 

development 

Valuation of 

biodiversity 

Intrinsic value Relational values Functional value Economic value101 

Framing of 

biodiversity 

Nature Nature and 

people  

Nature assists 

people 

Nature for people 

Preferred 

words 

Nature, species, 

flora and fauna 

Living, land, 

landscape, 

heritage 

Wealth, ecosystem 

services 

Resource, 

constraints 

Priority given 

to biodiversity  

Protecting 

biodiversity to 

preventing 

ecological collapse 

Key to co-

development of 

nature and 

humans 

Foundation of the 

economy 

Cost for economic 

sectors 

Current 

ecological 

situation 

Rapid negative 

trends for 

biodiversity 

Social, cultural 

and ecological 

urgency 

Negative 

environmental 

trends 

Limited/minimal/no 

concern 

Main agents Humans 

(destructive agency) 

Nature and 

people 

(reciprocity) 

Science, public and 

private actors 

Market, consumers 

and producers 

Motives Alertness, gravity Passion, 

imagination 

Reason102 Material interest 

Summary 

prescription 

Ecological 

restoration 

Transformation Transition Market rule 

 

Below, I present the four discourses in the following order: ecological collapse, ecological 

solidarity, ecological modernisation and economic development. 

5.2.1. Ecological collapse discourse 

Ecological collapse discourse mainly ascribes environmental value to biodiversity, that is, 

nature has an intrinsic value, independently from humans. This environmental value is 

motivated by two types of reasoning that are linked: environmental and moral reasoning (SNB 

2010). When environmental reasoning is expressed, it is usually to signal the urgency of 

biodiversity loss. When moral reasoning is put forward, it involves either an ethical argument, 

such as the dignity of and respect for other species, or an aesthetic justification, like the ‘beauty’ 

or ‘harmony’ of nature. With both types of reasoning, nature is valued for itself, independently 

from the relationships it has with humans. For proponents of ecological collapse discourse, 

biodiversity is often associated with ‘nature’, ‘species’, or ‘fauna and flora’. This discourse 

 
101 Perceived as a cost of production. 
102 Prominence of science. 



   

80 

acknowledges that we are experiencing and still fuelling the sixth mass extinction and suggests 

that nature must be protected as a matter of urgency. In the NBS questionnaire, the most 

illustrative quotation related to ecological collapse perspective was one of the answers given 

to question 13 on the reasons why ‘biodiversity should be preserved’. Some respondents 

answered: ‘biodiversity must be preserved because all species are worthy of respect’. This 

quotation suggests that biodiversity and its components, at the species level at least, are given 

a moral value. This implies that all aspects of biodiversity must benefit from a high level of 

protection. In ecological collapse discourse, humans are often perceived as destructive agents. 

Put simply, ecological collapse discourse tends to be anchored in Yves Paccalet’s claim: 

‘humanity will disappear, good riddance!’ (Paccalet, 2006). 

In the last few years, the ‘collapsology’ current (or movement) has become one of the major 

forces of the French environmental movement (Chédin, 2018). This intellectual current and 

social movement was stimulated and publicised in 2015 by the best-seller How everything can 

collapse (Servigne & Stevens, 2015). The book originally intended to provide both a rational 

and emotional response to current and future ecological catastrophes so that societies could 

collectively make sense of and be ready for major ecological disruptions (Dupuy, 2009). Built 

on an accumulation of scientific evidence showing dramatic trends of environmental disruption, 

notably the collapse of common insects and common birds across Europe (AFB & ONB, 2018), 

collapsology, for some authors, has become the ‘main entrance point to the French ecological 

movement’ (Chédin, 2018). In the last few years, collapsology has reinforced the radicality of 

the members of the French environmental movement against ‘positive’ or ‘superficial’ ecology 

advocating for minor reforms. Collapsology, as a current, sits within ecological collapse 

discourse. However, a significant and growing part of the collapsology current, interested in 

developing future resilient, adaptive and more democratic societies, shares more common 

grounds with ecological solidarity discourse (Servigne & Chapelle, 2017). 

5.2.2. Ecological solidarity discourse 

Ecological solidarity discourse emphasises the relational, particularly social and cultural, 

values of biodiversity. Biodiversity is, from ecological solidarity perspective, everything that 

contributes to the diversity of the ‘living’, whether it is the human microbiome, the variety of 

animals that inhabit the Earth, humans included, or social-ecological systems in which humans 

and non-humans coexist. The focus of ecological solidarity is both on the unique place of 

humans within biodiversity and their responsibility for it and on the quality of relationships 
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between humans and non-humans for the sake of social equality and emancipation. In this sense, 

ecological solidarity simultaneously deplores the collapse of traditional biocultural practices103 

and advocates for a rethinking of relationships between humans and other parts of the ‘living’, 

acknowledging that human actions have consequences for other humans and other species. This 

relationship can be shaped in different ways. For instance, some partisans of ecological 

solidarity talk about redefining a spiritual connection articulated around traditional (‘pre-

modern’) and Indigenous ontologies (Bourg, 2018) and the development of a planetary 

consciousness and sense of solidarity and reciprocity for our Terre-Patrie, Homeland Earth 

(Morin & Kern Anne, 1993). Others in ecological solidarity discourse are more inclined to a 

redefinition of politics based on an ‘ecological class war’ in which (1) interconnected social-

ecological ‘territories’ or ‘zones’ that (2) want to live together (3) defend themselves against 

the partisans of ecological separatism, typically the localists, nationalists or hyper-globalists 

(Latour, 2017). This discourse is conscious of the social and ecological emergencies that 

current changes in the Earth system imply. In that respect, it proposes a prioritisation of social 

and environmental urgency in major societal decisions in the short term and the development 

of new imaginaries of human development that articulate these two aspects in the long term. 

Quoting the president of Grenoble Metropole in his opening speech of the Civil Society 

Summer School: 

There is environmental urgency and quality of life urgency. It is urgent to make the link 

between environmental issues and social inequality! (Ferrari in Collectif, 2018) 

In the same vein, many ecological solidarity advocates argue that social inequalities, in an 

economic system depending on productivism104 and conspicuous consumption, are the main 

root cause of environmental destruction (Kempf, 2007, Piketty, 2019). 

The main differences between ecological collapse and ecological solidarity discourses come 

from their different interpretation of the interactions between humans and non-humans. 

Ecological collapse discourse focuses on ecosystems whereas ecological solidarity discourse 

is primarily interested in social-ecological systems and how to rethink social questions, such 

as social equality or human rights, within ecological (or planetary) boundaries. From this 

perspective, social well-being can only occur within healthy ecosystems. In this vein, knowing 

 
103 While this concept is largely developed and used in global governance of biodiversity, notably by UNESCO and IUCN 

(Bridgewater 2019), it is not widely used at the national level, apart from the FCIUCN. 
104 Productivism is a view according to which economic and productivity growth should be the central pillars of modernity. 



   

82 

the ‘living’ and its particularities is a primary condition for healthy social-ecological systems. 

As Raphael Larrère, anthropologist and agronomist, put it during an event I attended: 

knowledge of nature, knowing how to see, how to smell, how to feel, how to inhabit the land 

by being familiar with mushrooms, with bird songs, with changes in a river stream, brings 

the distinction of nuances (Larrère in Comité Français de l’UICN, 2018). 

He mentioned that vivre le pays (inhabiting the land) is about knowing its details and respecting 

its identity as a product of multiple generations of social and ecological interactions. It is also, 

in his view, a political act, which warns against utilitarian visions of biodiversity that sees it as 

a sum of ‘simplified’, ‘depopulated’ or ‘depoliticised landscapes’. He gave the example of the 

Cévennes, a Biosphere Reserve in South-West of France. The inhabitants of the Cévennes 

(Cévennols) have always considered their land as a refuge, a land of resistance against 

oppression and whose identity was stolen when it became a national park with enforced 

reforestation against the maquis 105  (scrubland) and long-term agro-pastoral cultural 

landscapes.106 

Ecological solidarity discourse is principally (but not only) nourished by some ideological roots 

of French environmental ethics. Anchored in Rousseau’s romanticism, which considered 

human beings as ‘umbilically connected to Mother Nature’ and not strictly separated from it 

(Morin & Kern Anne, 1993: 62), one stream of French environmental ethics has taken a social-

ecological approach to human-nature relationships. These ‘social-ecological roots’ can be 

tracked back to the influence of the geographer and anarchist activist Elisée Reclus, notably 

through his encyclopedia The Earth and its inhabitants published in 1905 (Chansigaud 2017). 

These roots have also framed theories that articulate social and ecological dimensions with, for 

instance, ‘emancipatory ecology’, ‘popular ecology’, 107  or ‘socially sustainable economic 

degrowth’ (Ariès, 2018, Bonneuil & Fressoz, 2013, Gorz & Bosquet, 1978, Latouche, 2007, 

Martinez-Alier, 2014, Moscovici & Dibie, 2002). Many writers have also contributed to a 

social-ecological approach. The most prominent authors along these lines are Jean Giono with 

The man who planted trees (1953), Marcel Pagnol with his Memories of childhood (1957-1977), 

or Romain Gary with The roots of heaven (1956), arguably the first French global ecological 

 
105 The maquis has a political sense in French, the expression prendre le maquis means hiding in mountainous regions. 
106 The park has, since 2011, been recognised as a Mediterranean agro-pastoral Cultural Landscape UNESCO World 

Heritage site. 
107 ‘Populaire’ in French is an adjective that refers to poor and marginalised people and interests. It does not have a negative 

connotation and it is not related to a certain level of ‘popularity’ like in English.  
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novel 108  (Chansigaud, 2017). Such an approach to the environment considers the human 

condition and the natural world as interrelated. Ecological solidarity, a concept according to 

which ‘no living thing, even human, can free itself from the biosphere’ (Morin & Kern Anne, 

1993: 61), is central to these environmental ethics. Simultaneously, the quest for emancipation 

of people, particularly the more vulnerable and marginalised, from structures of domination 

such as ‘the domination of economic rationality on all other forms of rationality’ (Gorz, 1997: 

69) is a key aspect of these environmental ethics. While the influence of such philosophical 

and literary roots should not be overestimated, they still have an impact on actors in the 

ecological solidarity discourse, by in particular by structuring the questions of social justice 

(solidarity) and ecological urgency as two faces of the same coin. 

Part of ecological solidarity discourse is built on a resistance narrative against the established 

productivist order that, according to ecological solidarity advocates, puts the ecological burden 

on the poorest, while the richest do nothing to repair damages or even aggravate the situation 

(Gorz, 1997, Kempf, 2007, Latour, 2017, Piketty, 2019). Ecological solidarity pushes for a 

stronger voice for the most disadvantaged people and the ones who depend directly on the 

health of ecosystems, above all small-scale farmers. In both the media articles and the events I 

have attended, this discourse is endorsed by a cluster of diverse actors (Appendix E. Results: 

social network analysis) including: 

• environmental groups such as Fondation pour la Nature et l’Homme – Fondation 

Nicolas Hulot (FNH), France Nature Environnement (FNE), Humanité et Biodiversité 

(H&B), Greenpeace and Ligue pour la Protection des oiseaux (LPO) 

• civil rights groups France Libertés (FL) and Amnesty International (AI) 

• Social and fiscal justice groups such as Association pour une Taxation des Transactions 

financières et pour l'Action Citoyenne (Attac), Association internationale de 

techniciens, experts et chercheurs (Aitec) and Emmaüs France and Fondation Abbé 

Pierre 

 
108 This was largely unintentional as Gary himself admitted in a later edition that ‘while many commentators and critics have 

argued that it was the first ecological novel and the first call for help of our threatened biosphere, [he] did not realise, at that 

time, the scale of the destructions and the magnitude of the threat’ (Gary, Gallimard 1980, p.11). 
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• Unions with the involvement of both the more reformist Confédération Française 

Démocratique du Travail (CFDT) and the more revolutionary Confédération Générale 

du Travail (CGT), Force Ouvrière (FO) and Union Syndicale Solidaire (SUD) 

•  ‘Alternative’ agricultural groups like Fédération Nationale d’Agriculture Biologique 

(FNAB) and the main French member organisation of the global peasant movement, 

Via Campesina, Confédération Paysanne (CP), which defends agricultural practices 

that minimise the use of chemical inputs, privileging agroecology, permaculture, 

organic, local and small-scale farming, all of which are summed up in French by the 

word agriculture paysanne109 

• alternative media110 such as Reporterre, Mediapart, Le Vent Se Lève, Alternatives 

Economiques and Bastamag. 

These groups regularly oppose or propose specific environmental policies in temporary 

coalitions such as the campaign Non à la compensation biodiversité (Say no to biodiversity 

offsetting) campaign (FNE et al., 2015). In more permanent coalitions, they propose alternative 

models of society. The most prominent example is the Pacte du pouvoir de vivre (Pact on the 

power to live) established by most of the key actors mentioned above out of a broad deliberative 

consultation involving 1,135 citizens. This pact aims to respond to interrelated emergencies: a 

social emergency with the rise of inequality, an ecological urgency with the ongoing 

‘destruction of the living fabric’, and a political emergency with the authoritarian trend 

threatening democratic institutions as well as individual and collective rights. The Civil Society 

Forum I attended was representative of this structured quest for the ‘construct[ion of] a just, 

ecological and solidary world’ (Collectif, 2018). 

One obvious focus of the many metaphors and rhetorical devices used in ecological solidarity 

discourse is the need for a paradigm shift, a bifurcation of civilisation that is illustrated by 

slogans, like ‘war between terrestrials and destructors’ (Laville in Comité Français de l’UICN, 

2018), ‘end of the world, end of the month, same struggle’ (Hulot in Novethic, 2018), ‘utopia 

has changed sides’ (Hulot, 2018), ‘we are not defending nature, we are nature defending itself’ 

(Latour, 2017), to name only a few. All such slogans are about acknowledging and responding 

 
109 In English, the direct translation of paysan(ne) is ‘peasant’, but the word does not have the negative connotation in 

French as it does in English since the industrialisation of agriculture in the 18th and 19th centuries. In French, paysan(ne) 

comes with a strong sense of political identity. 
110 Usually characterised as having a more horizontal organisation, participation of community of readers and a political 

project opposed to the dominant ideology (Cardon 2005). 
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to the social and ecological emergencies that our societies are collectively facing. For instance, 

the rhetorical device ‘utopia has changed sides’ means, according to the promoters of this 

slogan, that utopians are now the ones who still believe it is materially possible to consume, 

produce and live in the same way as we have done since the emergence of the consumerist 

society. 

5.2.3. Ecological modernisation discourse 

Ecological modernisation discourse has an economic and functional vision of biodiversity. In 

this sense, biodiversity is valued to the extent that it provides services to humans. All three 

preferred words used by partisans of ecological modernisations, namely, resources, wealth 

(richesse) and heritage (patrimoine), all three illustrate the functional and economic 

perspectives applied to biodiversity. Biodiversity is framed as the foundation of the economy 

and society, but does not constitute an absolute priority. Ecological modernisation discourse 

acknowledges negative biodiversity trends but there is not the same level of urgency as there 

is in the two other discourses. While ecological modernisation and sustainable development 

are not exactly the same, ecological modernisation being a necessary condition for sustainable 

development (Langhelle, 2000), they both aim at promoting economic growth while 

minimising environmental degradation (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006). Ecological 

modernisation, on the other hand, frames the evolution of biodiversity policy as a slow and 

steady transition towards minimising environmental damage from growing economic activity. 

Partisans of ecological modernisation advocate for a long-term partnership on ecological 

transition that would encompass government, businesses, environmentalists, scientists and 

citizens. Ecological modernisation – acknowledging the complexity of ecological issues such 

as biodiversity change – requires a network of influential actors such as the government and 

corporations, so that a broad consensus on the importance of biodiversity is reached. For 

instance, Pascal Canfin, when he was president of the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) France, 

mentioned that ‘small steps’ (petits pas) towards transition are important and can be done by 

‘mobilising five key actors: the State, local authorities, companies, investors and development 

agencies’ (Canfin in Comité Français de l’UICN, 2018). He affirmed that in this field, ‘there 

is a French know-how (savoir-faire), which is the diplomatic balance between different and 

sometimes opposed actors’, at the national or international level. Outside government 

institutions, this discourse is mainly supported by two different kinds of actors (Appendix E. 

Results: social network analysis): research centres and coalitions of corporations. First, in terms 
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of these actors, environmental expertise being essential for partisans of ecological 

modernisation, this discourse is supported by:  

• many research centres such as the Muséum national d'Histoire naturelle (MNHN), 

Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS), Institut national de la recherche 

agronomique (INRA), Institut du développement durable et des relations 

internationales (IDDRI) and Société Française d’Ecologie (SFE) 

• the research body Fondation pour la Recherche sur la Biodiversité (FRB) 

• some private corporations such as the luxury industrial groups Kering, Louis Vuitton 

Moët Hennessy (LVMH) and environment-friendly corporate networks like Entreprises 

Pour l’Environnement (EPE) and ORÉE 

• temporary and permanent coalitions such as Act4Nature, which is a long-term 

partnership between government, major corporate networks, some environmental 

NGOs such as IUCN, WWF, H&B, FNH, LPO and FNE and scientific groups like 

MNHN and FRB. 

Metaphors that are associated with the consensual aspect of ecological modernisation discourse 

abound. ‘Spaceship Earth’, ‘there is no planet B’ are examples of such metaphors. Partisans of 

ecological modernisation also have more precise rhetorical tools for specific environmental 

procedures. For instance, ‘pollution prevention pays’ implies a set of procedures aiming to 

reduce pollution along production chains that would ultimately be economically beneficial for 

companies (Act4nature, 2018). Another example is the idea of ‘safety net’, which assumes that 

there are ecological limits (e.g. level of pressure on biodiversity) we should not exceed. The 

safety net metaphor invites economic institutions to take a more precautionary approach to 

their activities by preventing development projects from impacting biodiversity and other 

environmental aspects. Typically, a precautionary approach implies, in ascending order of 

priority, (1) avoiding unnecessary development projects, (2) mitigating and minimising their 

environmental impact and (3) offsetting their remaining impacts. In its more economic version, 

the concept of natural or ecological capital represents a way of estimating the (economic) value 

of ecosystems and the value of their potential loss. 
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5.2.4. Economic development discourse 

Economic development discourse frames biodiversity as an uncoordinated sum of resources to 

be extracted. In this sense, biodiversity conservation and sustainable use are perceived as 

detrimental to the economy as they constrain the full potential of the market. This discourse, 

largely (but not only) embedded in specific industrial sectors, particularly extractive sectors 

such as industrial forestry or industrial farming, values private property, technological 

innovation and infinite economic growth. Consequently, since the world is composed of 

resources to be extracted, biodiversity is not a major issue (in some cases, not an issue at all) 

and there is no urgency to act. 

Economic development discourse today is intrinsically linked to a neoliberal vision of the 

economy and society, a vision that has constituted an influential political force in France, 

notably in the last three decades. Neoliberalism promotes the market as the main institution 

responsible for organising individuals in societies and competition as the main type of 

relationship between them. Neoliberalism, as defined by Bourdieu (1998: 2), is a ‘programme 

for destroying collective structures which may impede the pure market logic’. Politically, this 

programme relies on the celebration of ‘a free and independent citizen as the only legitimate 

political unit’ (Marsh & Miller, 2012: 165). This ideology was originally endorsed by many 

international organisations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and many national 

governments from the late 1970s and 1980s onwards. In practice, neoliberalism advocates for 

minimising both regulation of economic activity and the role of the State in the economy. 

This discourse is not directly present in the sources of information I have explored, which are 

directly relevant to biodiversity questions. It is however salient in other documents such as 

periodic reports of prominent economic actors, such as the main corporate network, the 

Mouvements des Entreprises de France (MEDEF). The prominence of economic metrics of 

competitiveness and the marginal references to ‘safeguarding biodiversity’ in these strategic 

documents suggest that environmental concerns are not a high priority for French corporations 

(MEDEF, 2016-2019). These documents criticise the idea of ecological transition that would 

involve the use of regulatory mechanisms. Economic development advocates systematically 

label regulatory mechanisms as forms of ‘punitive ecology’ that pose threats to the industrial 

performance or competitiveness of French corporations, especially if similar mechanisms do 

not exist in other countries or regions. In place of regulatory approaches, economic 

development advocates promote voluntary approaches to biodiversity management by 
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corporations that are willing to engage in reducing their environmental impact. For instance, 

after the publication of a well-commented parliamentary report on the dramatic impact of 

pesticides on land, water and biodiversity (Martin & Menuel, 2018), the Deputy Secretary-

General of the Fédération Nationale des Syndicats d'Exploitants Agricoles (FNSEA), National 

Federation of Agricultural Holders’ Unions, reacted as follows: 

We are conscious of the expectations of consumers and we try to respond to them, but we 

need to develop solutions before resorting to bans. It seems to be the spirit of this report and 

we think it is the best way to respond, in the end, to the expectations of society. However, 

we have some concerns, notably on the proposition of a label ‘Zéro pesticides’ (without 

synthetic pesticides) because there is already a label ‘organic farming’ (Foucart, 2018). 

Three key rhetorical devices regularly used by economic development advocates are present in 

this quote: the reliance on consumers’ opinions and behaviour, the need for time and the 

acknowledgement of existing efforts. First, economic development advocates favour 

consumers’ preferences, particularly if these preferences align with industrial interests. In this 

case, consumers’ preferences urge change from the agricultural industry, which goes against 

the immediate interests of the industry. Second, economic development advocates argue that 

industrial transformation takes time to develop solutions. By doing so, it denies a multitude of 

existing solutions originating from traditional agricultural practices (pre-chemical agriculture) 

or more contemporary agricultural developments such as organic farming (post-chemical 

agriculture). Third, despite successive reports proving the increase in the use of chemical 

pesticides in French export agriculture, economic development advocates argue that the 

industry has already taken steps to reduce its use of pesticides. Together, these three rhetorical 

devices constitute elements of a strategy aimed at creating ‘ecological urgency scepticism’. 

Each of the four discourses previously described above frames its own understanding of 

biodiversity, of its state and trends and of what should be done about it. While these discourses 

shape the ways actors, and institutions frame the biodiversity issue in the French public space, 

they are not rigid structures. Instead, they form a continuum from an ‘ecocentric’ (ecological 

collapse discourse), a ‘socio-ecocentric’ (ecological solidarity discourse), an ‘eco-socio-

econocentric’ (ecological modernisation discourse), to a purely ‘econocentric’ (economic 

development discourse) approach to biodiversity. A key step in the evaluation of deliberative 

capacity consists in observing whether these discourses make their way into the empowered 

space. I turn to this point next. 
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5.3. The empowered space: presence and uptake of discourses 

In this section, I evaluate the extent to which the four biodiversity discourses occur in the 

empowered space. I draw on Table 3-5, which distinguishes presence from uptake 111  of 

discourses and establishes four degrees of influence: marginal, significant, prominent and 

hegemonic. I use five sources of information: the NBS 2010 and 2018, biodiversity bills, three 

specific policy debates,112 IUCN event observation and peer-reviewed literature. As discussed 

in Chapter 3, while the uptake of discourses is often related to multiple discourses, I emphasise 

the role of the main discourse that supports the issue at stake. For instance, while stricter 

regulation of chemical pesticides is advocated by partisans of ecological solidarity and 

ecological modernisation, the most prominent discourse (and its supportive actors) framing this 

issue in the empowered space is ecological collapse. The prominence of ecological collapse 

behind stricter pesticide regulation is illustrated by the widely used reason of ongoing 

ecological collapse to justify some form of ban on chemical pesticides. The following table 

(Table 5-2) indicates the politics, policy and institutional changes associated with each 

discourse. 

Table 5-2: Presence and uptake of discourses in the French empowered space (2009-2019) 

Discourses Examples of presence Examples of uptake 

Ecological collapse ‘Rewilding’ politics Stricter regulation of pesticides 

Ecological solidarity 
Solidarising and ‘ecologising’ 

society113 

Regulate corporates’ social and 

environmental misbehaviour 

Ecological 

modernisation 
Ecological transition 

French implementation of EU policy 

frameworks 

Economic 

development 

Sectoral needs and interests above 

regulation 

Voluntary schemes of biodiversity 

policy 

 

I first outline the presence and uptake of each discourse in the empowered space. In order, I 

analyse ecological collapse discourse, ecological solidarity, ecological modernisation and 

economic development. I then compare the presence and uptake of each discourse. 

 
111 Presence relates to ideas or concepts from specific discourses occurring in parliamentary debates, speeches from 

government representatives, or governmental publications. Uptake is the direct effect that specific discourses have on 

policies, strategies and institutions. 
112 On pesticide regulation, on Constitutionalising biodiversity and on ESR (otherwise called ‘vigilance duty’ in the French 

legal system). 
113 The expression ‘ecologising society’ is common in France but could be translated to ‘promoting ecological rationality’. 
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5.3.1. Ecological collapse discourse 

In the period studied (2009-19 and beyond), ecological collapse discourse was and still is 

present in the empowered space but had and still has only marginal uptake. I give here one 

example of an issue raised by ecological collapse discourse, rewilding and one example of 

policy that mobilises ecological collapse discourse to create policy change. 

First, in terms of presence, the idea of rewilding (réensauvagement) has emerged in French 

environmental politics alongside the ‘natural’ return of some species such as wolves, bears and 

lynxes on the French Metropolitan territory. The return of these species has provoked conflicts 

with multiple actors, including shepherds, goat farmers and their respective herds (Collectif, 

2010-18). However, from an ecological collapse perspective, the return of these large predators 

is interpreted as a positive sign, since these species were believed to have previously been 

eradicated in France and significant parts of Europe. The government has discursively 

supported the return of these large predators, but has failed to conduct a rewilding agenda. For 

instance, the 2017 NBS only marginally mentions issues related to rewilding. The NBS plan 

the reintroduction of two Pyrenean bears (Action 41 of the NBS) accompanied by 

compensation measures for farmers impacted by this return, but these compensation measures 

are criticised for being insufficient by some farmers groups (MTES, 2018). Equally or even 

more problematic is the return of the wolf as conflicts between parts of the agricultural sector 

and environmental groups on the level of conservation and hunting quotas are still intense 

(MTES & Ministère de l’agriculture, 2018). In sum, while ecological collapse discourse 

welcomes and aims to facilitate the return of large predators (rewilding), it faces considerable 

critiques and has difficulty in legitimising this return through a broad policy framework. 

Second, in terms of uptake, a good illustration of policy generated by ecological collapse 

discourse is the regulation of chemical pesticides used in conventional agriculture because of 

their ecological impact. To support policies aiming to restrict or ban the use of chemical 

pesticides in agriculture, some members of the Parliament or ministries (notably MP Batho or 

Minister Hulot) regularly mobilise the now well-documented collapse of bees, insects and birds’ 

populations in rural areas (AFB & ONB, 2018). Two specific policies on the use of pesticide 

can illustrate the relative uptake of ecological collapse discourse. The first policy, the Labbé 

law promulgated in 2014, totally banned the use of chemical pesticides in all public areas and 

private gardens. This law was supported by an ‘alter-pesticide front’ uniting MPs from the 

Green Party (including MP Labbé himself), the French Communist Party (PCF) and the 
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Socialist Parties (PS). The second policy was the ban of neonicotinoids, a group of common 

insecticides partly responsible for the collapse of pollinating insects. While the French 

government has not banned all neonicotinoids yet, it has banned the three most used 

neonicotinoids (clothianidin, imidacloprid and thiamethoxam) through the 2016 Biodiversity 

Bill (Bapt, Batho, and Chanteguet in Agence France Presse, 2016). The ban was extended to 

two other common neonicotinoids in 2019 and the official position of the French government 

at the EU level is now to progressively ban all neonicotinoids. The Labbé law and the 

neonicotinoid ban represent a (relative) regulatory transition taken by the French government. 

The recent wave of total pesticide bans taken by multiple communes (municipalities), notably 

the now well-known commune of Langouët in Brittany, represents a significant step towards 

the transition to a pesticide-free future. In sum, while ecological collapse discourse does not 

have structural influence on environmental institutions, it has some direct consequences on 

specific policies such as the pesticide regulation. 

5.3.2. Ecological solidarity discourse 

Ecological solidarity discourse has had a significant influence on the conceptualisation and 

wording of French biodiversity policies since 2010. The two NBSs, launched in 2011 and 2018, 

were largely framed around ecological solidarity ideas. Both strategies acknowledge the social 

and ecological urgency of biodiversity loss. The main message of the two strategies is that a 

‘metamorphosis’ is required towards a ‘culture of biodiversity’ (culture de la biodiversité), a 

different vision of human life within the ‘living world’ (le monde du vivant). Concepts such as 

ecological solidarity, which states that there is ‘a community of shared destiny between humans 

and their environment’ appears 16 times in the 2011 NBS (MTES, 2011). The first NBS states 

that ecological solidarity should constitute the base of the French nation (le socle de la nation). 

The following quotation summarises the aim of the document, which is entirely embedded in 

an ecological solidarity discourse: 

Develop collectively, through a democratic process, the ‘savoir-vivre’ between humans and 

nature more broadly, is to imagine a new way to inhabit the Earth, is to progress towards 

raising humanity (MTES, 2011: 8). 

Because of the non-binding nature of the 2011 NBS, the presence of ecological solidarity 

discourse does not mean that this discourse has had substantial uptake in government. Rather, 

ecological solidarity, perhaps because of the radical nature of its critique against existing 

political and economic institutions, only influences some policies and institutions. The policy 



   

92 

debate on ‘ecologising’ the Constitution and the law on the vigilance duty of corporations are 

examples of this uptake. 

In the first debate, the government announced in the NBS that it supports the inclusion of 

biodiversity conservation as a priority in the first article of the Constitution alongside modern 

France’s founding principles Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité. The government proposed this 

modification of the Constitution to the Parliament in April 2018. 114 In parliamentary debates, 

ecological solidarity discourse was relayed by a large group of MPs115 advocating for deeply 

‘ecologising’ the Constitution with binding language, rather than simply mentioning 

environmental aspects without binding consequences. For instance, these deputies advocated 

for the introduction of the phrase ‘the government ensures or guarantees the rights to a healthy 

environment’ in the first article instead of using a more nuanced language such as ‘the 

government acts for’ pushed by other deputies from the governing party, La République En 

Marche (LREM). Through this strategy, ecological solidarity advocates among MPs aimed at 

correlating ecological questions with founding principles, invoking the idea that humans need 

to rethink their social and political institutions in light of ecological realities. They supported 

their call by acknowledging the social and environmental urgency documented by IPBES and 

IPCC reports and by assuming a spirit of solidarity to all the territories (notably French overseas 

territories) that are already seeing the considerable effects of biodiversity loss and climate 

change (for instance see interventions from Batho, 2018, Orphelin, 2018). This debate 

represents an opportunity for ecological solidarity discourse to be taken up in the empowered 

space. 

The law on ‘duty of vigilance of parent and subsidiary companies for social and environmental 

responsibility’ passed in 2017 is also particularly representative of the uptake of ecological 

solidarity discourse. The aim of this law was to respond to the ‘impunity regime’ regarding 

French corporations’ legal responsibility when social or environmental damages occur along 

their production chain overseas. The urgency of global social and environmental injustices, or 

as some deputies put it, the ‘ecological dumping associated with modern slavery’ (Potier, 2015), 

was the main justification for the bill. If the law has lost some teeth during the long 

parliamentary debates that occurred between 2012 and 2017, it nonetheless represents a key 

 
114 These debates were interrupted in July 2018 due to a succession of political crises: the ‘Benalla case’ from July 2018 and 

the Gilets Jaunes movement from November 2018. 
115 From the communist party, the socialist party, the ecologist parties (notably Générations Ecologie), La France Insoumise 

(LFI) and some members of La République En Marche (LREM) such as Matthieu Orphelin. 
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milestone towards the reinforcement of the French ESR regime. Let me illustrate this with three 

key modifications of the regime. The first key change is the reversal of the responsibility chain 

when social or environmental damage occurs along the production chain. In the previous 

responsibility regime, the subcontracting company had most of the legal responsibility in the 

country where the damage occurs. In the new regime, the French entreprise donneuse d’ordre 

(contracting corporation), is responsible under the French jurisdiction. The second major 

change is that French multinational corporations are now legally obliged to provide and update 

an ESR plan in order to exert their vigilance duty for preventing environmental or social 

damage along the entire production chain. The third change has been the reversal of the burden 

of proof. It means that, in case of an accident, the responsible company must now prove that 

its plan was sufficiently developed to prevent the accident from happening. The plan can then 

be used as a legal document in court to check whether the responsible company has applied its 

vigilance duty. The first ESR plans were initiated by French companies in 2018. A first court 

case against the French oil and gas company Total was initiated in 2019. Total was sued by a 

coalition of Ugandans and international environmental justice NGOs (e.g. Friends of the Earth) 

for lack of vigilance duty regarding an oil extraction project that has provoked major 

environmental disruptions in one of the largest national parks in Uganda and forced 

displacement of populations (Les amis de la terre, 2019). This example illustrates the primary 

concern of ecological solidarity for international solidarity, corporate social and environmental 

behaviour and ecological justice. In sum, while numerous ideas and concepts embedded in an 

ecological solidarity discourse enter the empowered space, exemplified by the discussion on 

the Constitution, they do not radically transform the French State. Instead, there are only a few 

policies, such as the legal framework on ESR, are directly influenced by ecological solidarity. 

5.3.3. Ecological modernisation discourse 

Among biodiversity discourses, ecological modernisation has arguably had the most important 

uptake in the French government. This uptake has occurred since the early 2000s. Many actors 

in the French empowered space, notably in government agencies and ministries, have been 

persuaded by the consensual dimension of ecological modernisation. This consensus is based 

on two key foundations: sound environmental science and the decoupling of economic growth 

from environmental damage. EU institutions have supported this consensus institutionally and 

politically with the creation of broad conservation frameworks, the most notable being the 

Birds Directive, the Habitat Directive and the Pan European Ecological Network (PEEN). Here, 
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I describe what I believe best captures the French implementation of ecological modernisation: 

the ‘ecological transition’ framework. Ecological transition has been the main framework used 

by the French government to refer to its environmental policy and policymaking since, at least, 

the Grenelle de l’environnement in 2007. On the more specific aspect of biodiversity, this 

framework combines two complementary pillars. The first pillar involves the economic 

valuation of biodiversity. The second pillar is the aim to continuously strengthen environmental 

policymaking at every level of governance. 

Ecological modernisation relies on decoupling economic growth from environmental 

degradation. From this perspective, the environment is seen as an economic asset, rather than 

a cost to the economy. Different concepts have been used to support this vision by the French 

and many OECD governments, notably in the EU (MTES, 2019). The concepts of green growth 

and a circular economy are the most prominent concepts supporting this vision. They both aim 

at pursuing long-term economic growth by privileging economic activities with minimal 

environmental impact, above all the sustainable use of biodiversity. On the more specific 

aspects of biodiversity, French partisans of ecological modernisation have implemented 

mechanisms that estimate the values of the services provided by nature, known as ecosystem 

services. Two major mechanisms are based on this valuation: Payment for Ecosystem Services 

(PES) and biodiversity offsetting. The first mechanism, PES, has been progressively 

implemented in France since 2013. This mechanism, based on EFESE (described in Chapter 

4), is the French implementation of the IPBES strategy for estimating the values of ecosystem 

services (at the international level)116 and Mapping and Assessment of Ecosystems and their 

Services (at the European level). EFESE’s primary aim is to estimate the quantitative and 

monetary values of ecosystem services so that biodiversity and ecosystem services are 

considered as equal to social and economic factors in political decisions. Some départments 

(subregions) have already implemented a PES in their urban and rural planning (OECD, 2016b). 

At the national level, EFESE has already assessed the economic value of pollinating insects for 

French agriculture and the economic consequences of their ongoing decline for the sector 

(MTES, 2019). The second mechanism, the ‘no net loss’ framework of the 2016 Biodiversity 

Bill also subscribes to a quantitative valuation of ecosystem services. The French ‘no net loss’ 

framework is the French implementation of no net loss initiative launched in 2013 by the 

European Commission (MTES, 2019). The French no net loss framework includes a 

 
116 Although EFESE is based on the IPBES strategy, there are earlier versions of ecosystem valuation at the international 

level such as the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment and The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB). 
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compulsory mechanism that imposes systematic compensation for any impact on biodiversity 

from development projects. This mechanism, called biodiversity offsetting, is contained in the 

French Environmental Code since 2016. The Environmental Code now mentions that: 

biodiversity offsetting measures (…) are compulsory (…) to compensate, according to their 

ecological equivalence, for expected or unexpected harm to biodiversity caused by the 

realisation of development projects, activities, plans, schemes, programs, or any other 

document of planning (Part 2 of article L 110-1 of environmental code, 2020) 

Together, these two mechanisms constitute an attempt to give monetary and functional value 

to ‘environmental assets’ so that these are treated as being as important as social and economic 

assets. 

The second pillar of the French ecological transition specific to biodiversity has been to 

constantly strengthen environmental policymaking by reinforcing the link between biodiversity 

sciences and policies (‘rationalisation of governance’) and by establishing strong, high-level 

institutions dedicated to the environment that ensure a continuous political consensus on 

environmental reform (‘environmental dialogue’). This political consensus is supported by a 

strong scientific consensus on biodiversity loss. Establishing and maintaining scientific 

consensus on key biodiversity issues is one of the main objectives of the AFB. Indeed, the 

ultimate goal of the AFB is to ‘rationalise’ biodiversity governance by regrouping different 

environment and water agencies117 into a science-driven corporatist body made up of ENGOs, 

businesses, scientists118 and collectivités (local and regional authorities) to address the core 

threats to biodiversity (OECD, 2016b). The integration of biodiversity sciences into decision-

making is also helped by what is commonly called ‘environmental dialogue’. Environmental 

dialogue is a governmental willingness to integrate environmental considerations in the core 

functions and decision-making processes of the government.119 This dialogue is structured by 

multiple institutions that are missioned to coordinate development plans, policies and strategies 

according to sustainable development guidelines. Among multiple institutions responsible for 

environmental dialogue, the most influential are the National Commission for Public Debate 

(CNDP in French) created in 1995 and the Grenelle de l’environnement (Grenelle Environment 

 
117 Namely the Onema (Office national de l'eau et des milieux aquatiques), the Établissement public des parcs nationaux, the 

Agence des aires marines protégées and the Atelier technique des espaces naturels. 
118 For instance, Gilles Boeuf, a marine biologist once the head of the MNHN and senior advisor to the Ministry for 

Environment, is now the president of the scientific council of the AFB. Hubert Reeves is a prominent researcher in 

astrophysics and ecology and was once the president of the NGO H&B. He is now the honorary president of the AFB. 
119 This willingness began in the 1990s with the adoption of the National Plan for the Environment in 1990. 
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Round Table).120 The first institution, the CNDP, has as its primary function to anticipate and 

mitigate social, environmental and economic problems and conflicts from major development 

projects by organising a procedural and coordinated dialogue ahead of major development 

projects.121 The CNDP also organises national scale dialogues on broad environmental and 

economic policies and strategies in order to mobilise citizens’ perspectives. If the CNDP is 

innovative in its functions and design, its effectiveness is limited in many ways. For instance, 

the debates organised by the CNDP often occur after the projects have been initiated by 

developers, which constrains the terms of the debates. Moreover, project developers usually 

have the final word on the project (Bourg, 2011). Finally, the president of the CNDP is directly 

nominated by the French President, a measure which, despite the strict procedural commitment 

of the CNDP, runs the risk of eroding its independent status. The second institution, the 

Grenelle de l’environnement, involving agenda-setting environmental roundtables first 

organised in 2007, aimed to establish the ‘ecological transition’ towards ‘ecological democracy’ 

notably by involving government agencies, local authorities, trade unions, businesses and 

voluntary sectors in French environmental governance. According to Whiteside et al. (2010: 

465), the Grenelle de l’environnement ‘enlarge[d French governance] arrangements in 

environmental affairs to include voices advancing the claims of ecological rationality.’ The 

authors argued that, since the establishment of the Grenelle, some environmental organisations 

have been granted a representational right, which has allowed them to be privileged 

interlocutor(s) with government institutions during policy-making processes, potentially on an 

equal footing with other sectors such as hunting, farming and industrial groups. Indeed, the 

main environmental groups, such as France Nature Environnement (FNE), are now formally 

recognised as parties to the dialogue environnemental, which means that they are 

systematically involved in key decision-making processes and consultation bodies (Lacroix & 

Zaccaï, 2010). Taking example from the Grenelle de l’environnement, François Hollande 

initiated during his mandate (2012-2017) ‘Grenelle-style’ annual agenda-setting Conférences 

Environnementales with all the stakeholders. In 2019, the launch of the convention citoyenne 

pour la transition écologique (‘citizens’ convention for ecological transition’), often 

mislabelled convention climat, shows that a deliberative or participatory step has been taken in 

the environmental dialogue process by directly involving randomly selected citizens in the 

 
120 Other institutions for integrative environmental governance play a role (e.g. CESE, the third chamber) but I decide to 

focus on these two, which have a more important role in French environmental governance history. 
121 Projects above €300 million require compulsory CNDP procedure. 
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design of the broad environmental strategy. As part of the ecological transition framework, the 

ongoing reform of environmental governance in France has allowed biodiversity and other 

environmental concerns to be considered alongside social and economic concerns, sometimes 

(though not always) on an equal footing. For instance, in the parliamentary debate on further 

‘ecologising’ the Constitution, numerous deputies of the majority party LREM advocated for 

using non-binding language, such as ‘the French government acts for the preservation of a 

healthy environment’. These deputies claimed that more binding language like ‘guarantees’ or 

the integration of a ‘non-regression’ principle could weaken or limit future deliberation. These 

debates show the presence of ecological modernisation in the empowered space. 

5.3.4. Economic development discourse 

Economic development discourse has contributed, historically, to the poor environmental 

record of France (Szarka, 2002). Until the 1990s, economic development was an almost 

hegemonic discourse in the French empowered space with a focus on economic growth, 

sectoral priorities and the exploitation of ‘natural resources’. This hegemony has historically 

justified environmentally destructive policies in every productive sector. For instance, the 

State-driven transformation (or ‘modernisation’) of the agricultural model since the 19th 

century, particularly through land regrouping, homogenisation and mechanisation of the 

production and through the systematic use of chemical pesticides, herbicides and fertilisers, 

has contributed to major environmental disruption, notably on soil biodiversity (Philippe & 

Polombo 2009). The historical hegemony of economic development has largely resulted from 

the major influence of certain productive sectors involving both private groups and government 

institutions. This strong influence of specific productive actors and sectors, which are given 

more power than others, is not specific to France. However, the verticality of the French 

political system has offered multiple ways for powerful groups to influence government 

functions and decisions at the highest level of decision-making. Regarding the environment, 

Szarka noted that ‘[s]pecial interest groups such as hunters, farmers and industrialists impose 

their preferences at key junctures’ (Szarka, 2002: 214). While economic development discourse 

has weakened since the 2000s with the rise of competing discourses, notably ecological 

modernisation, economic development is still significantly present in the French empowered 

space, though with minor uptake compared to ecological modernisation. 

Because of the nature of the primary documents I studied (NBS, Biodiversity Bill), which are 

specifically dedicated to the biodiversity issue, economic development discourse is not directly 
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expressed in these documents. However, it is particularly instructive to dive into non-

environmental policies, such as transport or agriculture and study the presence and framing of 

environmental aspects with regards to economic development priorities. For some sectors, the 

prominence of sectoral perspectives and the often-complete absence of reference to 

environmental aspects is the norm. For instance, the 2018 Mobility Bill, a framework law voted 

on in 2019 to ‘improve routine daily journeys for every citizen and territory’, did not consider 

or even mention ‘biodiversity’ or ‘ecosystems’ despite being co-developed by a partnership 

between the Ministry of Transport and the MTES (Loi d'orientation des mobilités, 2019). 

Considering the impact of transport infrastructure on biodiversity, mainly through the 

fragmentation and destruction of habitats, these omissions are particularly illustrative of the 

prominence of sectoral priorities, concepts and language above environmental questions. 

Economic development therefore still maintains a strong presence in key sectors that do not 

yet fully consider the environmental impact in their policy frameworks. 

Another example of the presence of economic development discourse is the continuing attempt 

by part of the executive, some MPs and some coalitions of corporations (e.g. MEDEF) to 

dismantle or reduce the power of key institutions operating in biodiversity conservation. The 

most illustrative example of this attempt concerns the CNPN, one of the key institutions 

advising executive powers (notably the préfets, heads of subregions and Ministers) on the 

impact of development projects on biodiversity has been weakened with ongoing 

‘simplification’ of procedures to obtain environmental permits (CNPN, 2019). In March 2019, 

in the name of decentralisation, the government attempted to ‘simplify’ procedures by 

restricting the role of the national CNPN for the benefit of the poorly-resourced and already-

overloaded regional CNPNs. By doing this, the government weakened the capacity of the 

national CNPN to harmonise biodiversity conservation regulation, implementation and 

information across territories (CNPN, 2019). This attempt occurred just before the seventh 

plenary session of the IPBES held in Paris in April-May 2019. This example shows that the 

French economic development discourse does not directly oppose the idea of ecological 

urgency in the empowered space. Instead, economic development advocates influence 

decision-making in a more sinuous way by attempting to weaken environmental regulations 

and the capacity of the institutions that implement these regulations. Consequently, the uptake 

of economic development discourse tends to create and increase a gap between governmental 

words and deeds on environmental questions. On one hand, the government regularly 
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announces and celebrates its commitment to biodiversity, but on the other, in some sectors, it 

restricts its capacity to regulate and act for better biodiversity outcomes. 

In terms of uptake, economic development discourse has influenced, notably by weakening, 

the three key policies I studied.122 This discourse was mostly endorsed by deputies from 

centrist 123  and conservative 124  parties. For instance, in the debates on ecologising the 

Constitution, economic development discourse focused on the dramatic impact that more 

environmental regulation could have on the freedom of enterprise, on the innovation capacity 

of French companies and on their competitiveness vis-à-vis foreign competitors that have less 

regulation (for instance Maquet, 2018). The same deputies argued that the current 

precautionary principle developed in the environmental charter is sufficient. Instead, they 

proposed, as a ‘complementary’ legal mechanism to the precautionary principle, the 

introduction of an innovation principle in the Constitution. They claimed that the introduction 

of the innovation principle would ‘balance’ the precautionary approach against necessary 

economic innovation and competitiveness. Similarly, in the debates on the vigilance duty, 

economic development discourse 125  focused on the economic competitiveness of French 

companies, which would be at risk, according to economic development advocates, at risk if 

ESR was compulsory only for French companies (notably Tian, 2015). A common argument 

used by the same deputies was to denounce French strict environmental regulation compared 

to other countries that ‘do not care about the environment’. Instead, they advocated for 

international, rather than national regulations. The same deputies also denounced the ‘punitive 

ecology’ of the compulsory ESR, which, according to them, risks discouraging ‘voluntary’ 

actions from businesses. Consequently, the type of policy prescription embedded in economic 

development discourse is that there should be no more action or regulations at the national level 

until standards and frameworks are established at other levels, namely, by the EU, OECD or 

UN. 

In more general terms, economic development discourse, particularly as adopted by interest 

groups such as the MEDEF, advances ideas about voluntary and non-compulsory mechanisms 

within environmental and economic policies to avoid or minimise environmental regulation 

(Barone, 2018). The prominent use of voluntary mechanisms in most existing strategies aiming 

 
122 Pesticide regulation, ecologising the Constitution and vigilance duty on corporate environmental and social behaviour. 
123 LREM, the Radical party and UDI. 
124 Les Républicains (LR) and the Rassemblement National (RN). 
125 Mainly advocated by members of Les Républicains (the Republican Party). 
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at reducing chemical pesticides in agriculture is a solid example of the uptake of economic 

development discourse. Indeed, the Ecophyto plan – initiated in 2009 and aimed at reducing 

the use of pesticides through voluntary mechanisms – was renewed almost unchanged in 2018, 

despite its ‘total failure’ (AFB & ONB, 2018). The failure of voluntary mechanisms is notably 

explained by the composition of agricultural governance bodies, which are dominated by 

representatives of conventional agriculture. Thus, while being challenged on the organic and 

peasant farming front, the agro-chemical industry still remains the dominant model of 

agriculture in France, particularly regarding export agriculture, as France is the third-largest 

global user of pesticides in agriculture. 126  The more specific debate on neonicotinoids 

illustrates the position of economic development advocates. Some deputies denounced the lack 

of full scientific certainty on the impact of neonicotinoids and other ‘plant and crop protection 

products’ (produits phytosanitaires) on biodiversity. Based on this defence, the deputies 

suggested that no further regulation should be taken until full scientific knowledge and 

alternative products are provided. 

5.3.5. A broad consensus on biodiversity 

Even though all four discourses are present in the empowered space, ecological modernisation 

was the most influential discourse in the period studied (between 2009 and 2019 and beyond). 

If ecological modernisation has been partially institutionalised in France (uptake), in the sense 

that most government policies, strategies and actions align with principles of sustainable 

development, other discourses are, to different degrees, present in the French empowered space. 

For instance, while ecological solidarity influences the language used, notably in biodiversity 

strategies with concepts such as ecological solidarity, economic development directly intends 

to weaken regulation or implementation. I first illustrate the prominence of ecological 

modernisation, then describe the influence of ecological collapse and ecological solidarity. For 

these three discourses, I illustrate these preliminary conclusions by reference to the position of 

Nicolas Hulot, arguably the most prominent figure in the French environmental movement. 

Finally, I mention the implications of the influence of economic development discourse. 

In France, ecological modernisation has been partially institutionalised (uptake) through 

multiple steps of the environmental dialogue, especially the Charter for the Environment in 

2005, the Grenelle de l’environnement in 2007 and the annual Environmental Conferences 

 
126 In sharp contrast, the Labbé law on the use of pesticides in non-agricultural public areas has been a considerable success 

with a 38% drop in the use of pesticides in these areas between 2016 and 2017. 
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under Hollande’s mandate (2012-2017). These consensual moments have allowed, despite 

changes in government through elections, the French empowered space to maintain a high level 

of attention and a broad consensus on the ‘biodiversity crisis’. The fact that a debate aimed at 

integrating biodiversity and other ecological aspects within the core part of the Constitution 

has occurred and is still occurring shows that biodiversity is not a marginal topic in French 

politics. An illustration of that is the evolution of the central position of Nicolas Hulot. Hulot 

has pushed all successive governments since Jacques Chirac in 2002 to create consensual 

moments by using his great popularity as a leverage. This popularity is exemplified by the fact 

that every president since Jacques Chirac has asked Hulot to be the Minister for the 

Environment (Bourg, 2011, Persico, 2016). Hulot declined the offers until 2017, when he 

became Ministre d’Etat (State Minister) of the MTES. This title allowed him to have a cross-

portfolio and cross-ministerial coordination role. From the beginning of his mandate, Hulot 

made biodiversity equally important to climate change on the French political agenda. After 

offering to host the 7th plenary session of the IPBES in Paris in 2019, he stated that ‘the [2019] 

IPBES report [would] allow [the government] to position the question of biodiversity loss at 

the same level as climate change’ (Hulot in Agence France Presse, 2018). Hulot attempted to 

establish a coherent strategy for French ecological modernisation by aligning the French 

national agenda-setting to its strong support for global biodiversity governance reform. 

However, in France this coherence is not as obvious as Hulot would wish. 

By criticising ecological modernisation discourse for being incoherent, both ecological 

collapse and ecological solidarity advocates contest the supremacy of ecological modernisation 

in the French empowered space. These two discourses constitute, to different degrees, 

influential forces in French environmental politics. The presence of ecological collapse is 

particularly obvious in the wording of the ‘biodiversity crisis’ and the catastrophic tone that 

colours the French official position on biodiversity at the global and the national levels. By 

comparison, however, the presence of ecological solidarity discourse is greater as numerous 

concepts that link ecological to social questions have discursively framed the French 

governmental agenda since the 2010 NBS. The change of name to the Ministère de la Transition 

Ecologique et Solidaire (MTES) pushed by Nicolas Hulot in 2017 meant that no ecological 

transition is possible without solidarity, which refers to both social and ecological justice. His 

spectacular resignation on a live radio program in August 2018 marked a key point in the 

definition of the boundaries between French biodiversity discourses. In resigning, Hulot 
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pointed out the limitations of the ‘small steps politics’ defended by partisans of ecological 

modernisations, which, according to him, allow too many contradictions to preserve short-term 

industrial interests. Instead of ‘small steps politics’, he advocated for an ‘ecological Marshall 

plan’ to potentially respond to ‘the social, cultural and civilisational challenges of the 

ecological urgency we are facing’ (Hulot, 2018). Hulot’s resignation sent a strong message 

against the idea that the broad consensus advocated by ecological modernisation is sufficient 

to truly ensure an ecological transition. His resignation was also a powerful call for the 

revolutionary or transformative approach advocated by ecological collapse and ecological 

solidarity discourses. 

Economic development discourse remains influential, both in terms of presence and to a lesser 

extent, uptake, in many industrial sectors, notably agriculture or transport. These sectors are 

not willing to seriously consider and integrate biodiversity in their frameworks and resist to 

reducing input from environmental actors. This discourse also relies on a historical hegemony, 

which has shaped (and still does in many sectors) decisions detrimental to biodiversity. 

However, this discourse has lost some of its historical political weight by being partially 

overthrown by ecological modernisation. Here again, the character of Hulot illustrates such a 

discursive shift. Hulot has been involved in most coalitions of corporations willing to green 

their activities and/or their images, the latest one being the Act4Nature coalition. While these 

coalitions do not push for great transformation, they have led major companies to adopt plans 

for estimating and reducing their impact on biodiversity, thereby normalising ecological 

modernisation discourse and practices among some companies. While pushing for voluntary 

mechanisms instead of environmental regulation, these coalitions have, over time, 

marginalised actors who deny ecological urgency and biodiversity loss in obvious terms. 

5.4. Conclusion 

In the time period studied (2009-19 and beyond), the French public space on biodiversity has 

been composed of four discourses: namely, ecological collapse, ecological solidarity, 

ecological modernisation and economic development. These four discourses are still present in 

the French empowered space, but they have unequal presence and uptake. Ecological 

modernisation is the most prominent discourse in terms of uptake with the two pillars of 

economic valuation of biodiversity and continuous reform of environmental policymaking. The 

prominence of ecological modernisation provides a broad consensus on the ecological urgency 
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of biodiversity loss in the French empowered space and on the pursuit of an ‘ecological 

transition’ that incorporates environmental aspects into every sector of government. Ecological 

collapse, ecological solidarity and economic development have unequal presence and uptake 

in the French empowered space. Ecological collapse has a marginal influence on policy 

(uptake), but it does contribute to introducing words and concepts such as collapse and 

ecological urgency in governmental positions (presence). Ecological solidarity also has a major 

influence on politics (presence) but less influence apart from some policies, notably the law on 

the vigilance duty or the attempts to ecologise the Constitution (uptake). Finally, economic 

development contributes to limiting further environmental regulation and slows the pace of the 

‘ecological transition’ (uptake) by introducing sectoral concepts such as the innovation 

principle (presence). 

In conclusion, results of the analysis of discursive space discussed above show that in terms of 

inclusiveness, the French empowered space remains only inclusive to a certain extent. The 

prominence of ecological modernisation provides a broad consensus on the importance of the 

issue of biodiversity loss and an ecological transition framework. Partisans of ecological 

modernisation are primarily contested by economic development advocates and (to a lesser 

extent) by those who subscribe to ecological solidarity. By comparison, the influence of 

ecological collapse discourse is more marginal. In short, there is some degree of inclusiveness 

in the empowered space, but not enough to claim that the French system is inclusive in absolute 

terms. The next chapter provides some elements from the Australian case, which may help in 

assessing the relative inclusiveness of the French system. 
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Chapter 6. Biodiversity discourses in Australia: the extraction 

versus conservation trap 

6.1. Introduction and methods 

This chapter replicates in the Australian context the same questions asked in the previous 

chapter on France. The chapter therefore provides a description and assessment of the presence 

of the Australian discourses on biodiversity in the public and the empowered spaces between 

2009 and 2019 and beyond. To do so, as for the French case, I describe the biodiversity 

discourses present in the Australian public space and their presence and uptake in the 

empowered space. I have used the same timeframe, methods and analytical tools for the 

Australian case as for the French case. 127  Appendix E. Results: social network analysis) 

presents the results for the social network analysis based on (supportive and critical) 

interactions in the Australian media. 

To illustrate the differences between biodiversity discourses on more concrete grounds, I use, 

when necessary, two key debates that involved the highest number of media articles: the 

ongoing debate on grazing in National Parks and the debate on the Wild Rivers. The former 

debate primarily concerns the Australian Alpine region in NSW and Victoria. The latter is 

about the Queensland Wild Rivers Act 2005, which attempts to protect the environment of the 

rivers that have experienced little or no modification from human ‘development’. I also use a 

third debate on the Australian biodiversity crisis, often summarised as the ‘Australian faunal 

extinction crisis’ that notably led to a Senate enquiry conducted in 2019. As this Senate inquiry 

is still ongoing at the present time and is beyond the timeframe of this study, I can only draw 

limited conclusions from this debate, however it indicates how discourses frame or react to the 

specific issue of faunal extinction. First, I present the discursive landscape in the Australian 

public space by describing the four biodiversity discourses I have identified. I then describe 

the relative presence and influence of these discourses in the Australian empowered space. 

6.2. The public space: the pattern of competing discourses 

To analyse biodiversity discourses in the Australian public space, I have used four sources of 

information: the 2010 NBS consultation process, media articles on biodiversity issues 

 
127 The only difference is in the events I attended in the Australian case, which are, beside IUCN and government-related 

events on biodiversity, environmental group meetings involving notably the Places You Love Alliance (largest coalition of 

environmental groups in Australia). 
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published in mainstream newspapers between 2009 and 2018, different biodiversity events 

involving environmental groups in particular, and peer-reviewed literature on Australian 

environmental politics and policies. The public space on biodiversity is a space of plurality, 

consisting of multiple competing discourses that actors can partially or totally subscribe to. In 

the Australian public space, I identified four discourses: nature preservation, decolonising 

nature, ecological modernisation and economic development. The following table (Table 6-1) 

summarises the main features of each discourse. 

Table 6-1: Overview of biodiversity discourses in Australia (2009-2019) 

Discourses 

 

Framing 

aspects 

Nature 

preservation 

Decolonising 

nature 

Ecological 

modernisation 

Economic 

development 

Valuation of 

biodiversity 
Intrinsic value 

Social and cultural 

values 
Functional value 

Economic value128 

Framing of 

conservation 

Nature for 

itself 
Nature and people 

Nature assists 

people 

Nature for people 

Preferred 

words 

Nature, 

species 

Landscape, country, 

social-ecological 

systems 

Natural capital, 

ecosystem 

services 

Resources, 

constraints 

Priority given 

to biodiversity  

Protecting 

biodiversity is 

a top priority 

Key to co-

development of 

nature and humans 

Foundation of the 

economy 

Cost for economic 

sectors 

Current 

ecological 

situation 

Ecological 

urgency 

Social and cultural 

urgency 

Negative 

environmental 

trends 

Limited/minimal/no 

concern 

Main agents 

Threatened 

species and 

ecosystems 

Indigenous peoples 
Science, public 

and private actors 

Market, consumers 

and producers 

Motives Alertness Cultural struggle Reason129 Material interest 

Summary 

prescription 
Protect nature Transformation 

Mix of regulation 

and market tools 

Market rule 

 

In this section on the public space, I present each discourse in the following order: nature 

preservation, decolonising nature, ecological modernisation and economic development. I then 

discuss the interactions between discourses. 

6.2.1. Nature preservation discourse 

Nature preservation discourse favours nature’s intrinsic value. In the media articles I consulted, 

nature preservation advocates insist on the urgency that the current ‘biodiversity extinction 

 
128 Perceived as a cost of production. 
129 Prominence of science. 
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crisis’ represents. They often refer to the idea of the ‘sixth mass extinction’, notably in different 

contributions to the NBS (Kingsford, 2009). Nature preservationists are critical of the ‘human-

centred’ vision of current biodiversity strategies and policies (Magnetic Island Nature Care 

Association, National Parks of the National Capital Territory, 2009). Others, like Bird 

Observation and Conservation Australia, state that strategies and policies systematically 

undermine the ‘intrinsic value of biodiversity’. For instance, Tim Seelig, Queensland campaign 

manager for The Wilderness Society, made a typical nature preservation claim in 2012 on the 

Wild River issue regarding a development plan in Cape York: 

Our fear is we're dealing with a state government now who has a very strong pro-

development, particularly pro-mining agenda and it's winding back Wild Rivers precisely 

because it wants more mining in pristine areas and wants to see the Cape become a large-

scale mining zone (Seelig in Jamieson, 2012). 

The word ‘pristine’ here refers to the vision of an ‘untouched’ nature, prominent in nature 

preservation discourse. Indeed, nature preservation advocates tend to perceive nature as ‘pure’ 

when it has been ‘undisturbed’ from human activity and development. Such vision of nature 

enables nature preservationists to distinguish ‘native’ (or ‘natural’) from ‘non-native’ (or 

‘exotic’, ‘unnatural’, and potentially ‘invasive’) species. They even ‘stress the necessity to 

remove what becomes understood as unnatural from the landscape’ (Trigger et al., 2010: 1067). 

For instance, species like the cane toad (bufo marinus), an ‘exotic’ toad introduced in the 1930s 

to protect cane sugar plantations from ‘pest beetles’ are now considered ‘pests’ or ‘invasive 

species’ to be eradicated. Nature preservation discourse makes fundamental distinctions 

between natural (native) and unnatural (invasive) ecological entities. 

Until the 1980s, three visions of the environment coexisted, sometimes overlapped and more 

often competed: (1) resource conservationism, which aimed at rationalising the use of resources; 

(2) human welfare environmentalism, which focused on the benefits of nature for human health, 

aesthetic enjoyment and scientific understanding; and (3) nature preservation, which is the 

focus of this section (Christoff 2016). According to Christoff, since the 1980s, nature 

preservation discourse has ‘gained control of the Australian [environmental] movement’s 

major organisations’ (Christoff, 2016: 1036). Many authors share the same views (Bührs & 

Christoff, 2006, Hutton & Connors, 1999, McDonald, 2016, Ross & Dovers, 2008). 

A good illustration of the presence (and prominence) of nature preservation discourse in the 

Australian environmental movement is the extensive communication campaign on threatened 
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species and the species extinction crisis conducted by most environmental groups, regrouped 

since 2014 under the Places You Love (PYL) alliance. PYL gathers 40 international, national 

and local environmental groups, including the ACF, the Wilderness Society (TWS), WWF 

Australia, Birdlife Australia and many states conservation councils. The alliance claims to be 

the largest collaboration between Australian environment groups, gathering one and a half 

million members. It has one ambition: ‘to see nature adequately valued and protected’ (Roache, 

2014: 9). The Threatened Species Day, organised every year since 1996, often takes the form 

of a protest denouncing government inaction on the issue. The Threatened Species Day I 

attended in 2018 held on the lawns of federal Parliament in Canberra, consisted of a series of 

speeches on the extinction crisis and a group photo session with large pictures of threatened 

and endangered species such as the Tasmanian devil provided by the ACF and TWS. In the 

opening speech, the head of TWS declared that: 

[we] are out of time! We can’t leave the debates around threatened and endangered species 

for another day! (…) if energy bills come at the cost of losing even one species of mammals, 

plants or animals, then the cost will be too high (Stand against extinction, 2018)! 

The sense of urgency associated with the high value placed upon species (‘the cost of losing 

even one species’) and the limited interest paid to the social dimension of the environment 

(here the question of access to energy for households) are largely embedded in a nature 

preservation approach to biodiversity. 

My social network analysis on media articles (Appendix E. Results: social network analysis) 

has revealed one coalition (or cluster) of actors around environmental groups. This cluster 

notably involves World Wildlife Fund (WWF), the Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF), 

The Wilderness Society (TWS), Friends of the Earth (FoE), the National Park Association 

(NPA), Nature Conservation Council (NCC), Greenpeace, Environmental Defenders Offices 

(EDOs) and Humane Society International (HSI). The PYL Alliance confirms this cluster of 

actors by formally regrouping most of these actors in a coalition to ‘stop the roll-back of 

environmental protections and stand up for a new generation of national environment laws’ 

(Roache, 2014: 2). One research group composed of ecologists, the Leeuwin group, operating 

in Western Australia, also interacts with some actors in this cluster of environmental groups. 

Nature preservation is a political force in Australia. Together, major groups like the ACF and 

Australian branches of Greenpeace and WWF have several hundreds of thousands of 

supporters and a budget of several million dollars (Marsh & Miller, 2012). These major groups 
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are complemented and sometimes challenged by multiple grassroots organisations dedicated 

to a single issue, the protection of a species, a specific ecosystem or a single place (e.g. local 

bushlands). This complex set of organisations represents a powerful movement in Australian 

politics. As Marsh and Miller put it, ‘[i]n its reach and financial strength and in media and 

lobbying capacity, the environment movement represent[s] a substantial political force with a 

combined membership far beyond that of the major parties’ (Marsh & Miller, 2012: 159). 

6.2.2. Decolonising nature discourse 

Until recently (e.g. Christoff, 2016, Pickerill, 2018), Indigenous Australians have often not 

been mentioned (or only marginally) in the literature on the Australian ‘environmental 

movement’ or Australian ‘environmentalism’ (Bührs & Christoff, 2006, Hutton & Connors, 

1999, McDonald, 2016, Ross & Dovers, 2008). Such omission is symptomatic of the narrow 

way in which the history of the environmental movement has been written in Australia. These 

narrow considerations are rooted in nature preservationists’ perspectives, which have focused 

on a ‘nature’ made of ‘wilderness areas’ to be ‘protected’ from human activities. Such narrow 

considerations are not specific to environmental politics in Australia, they are rather 

manifestations of Australia’s unintentional and intentional130 amnesia about its colonised past 

(Attwood, 2005, Bernard, 2011, Curthoys, 2003, Maddison, 2012). Therefore, Indigenous 

Australians’ struggles for sovereignty and land rights have often not been associated with a 

form of environmentalism. I argue here that decolonising nature discourse makes Australian 

environmentalism richer and more complex by deconstructing words, concepts, memories, 

narratives and practices that are still embedded in the colonial roots of contemporary Australia. 

Decolonising nature is a term used here to describe the discourse based on Australian 

precolonial knowledge, values and relationship with the land by Indigenous Australians; a term 

that groups multiple Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, communities and nations. 

Prior to European colonisation, Indigenous Australians lived on the land through a diverse 

range of pastoral and agricultural practices for several tens of thousands of years, particularly 

through prescribed fire and burning and crop selection and culture (Bosa, 2012, Gammage, 

2011, Pascoe, 2014). Indeed, Gammage (2011) argues that pre-European Australia, with tens 

of thousands of years of agropastoralism, was ‘the biggest estate on Earth’. Despite this, 

European colonisers were blind to the agricultural practices of Indigenous Australians (Pascoe, 

 
130 Notably under John Howard’s mandate between 1996 and 2007 and the influence of conservative historians Geoffrey 

Blainey and Keith Windschuttle. 



   

110 

2014). For the colonisers, Australia was a continent of infinite natural resources, all available 

for the colonisers’ individual prosperity – an idea that emerged as the most common narrative 

in the mindset of Australians (Bosa, 2012, Bührs & Christoff, 2006). This narrative shaped 

‘exploitative histories and attitudes’ and supported the rapid industrialisation and agricultural 

expansion of the country since the 19th century (Bosa, 2012, Bührs & Christoff, 2006). The 

colonial project, at this point in time, was also supported by a vision of the world which saw 

some racial groups being either superior or inferior to other racial groups (i.e. a racial hierarchy). 

Here, Indigenous nations and cultures were seen as inferior to the British nation and culture. 

This meant that the colonisers were also blind to the cultures, political systems and social-

ecological norms and practices of Indigenous nations (Pascoe, 2014). Thus, a significant part 

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages, knowledge, values and relationship with 

the land131 has been lost or damaged through a set of imposed colonial methods, values, rules 

and norms. By reclaiming this Indigenous past and present, decolonising nature represents a 

powerful environmental discourse. This discourse challenges both the notion of ‘nature’ – as a 

separate entity from human societies which has dominated European thinking in the last few 

centuries (Descola, 2001, Plumwood, 2002) – and the pillars of contemporary Australian 

society and environmental politics (Pascoe, 2014). Decolonising nature is based on a variety 

of Indigenous social-ecological (or bio-cultural) conceptualisations of ‘the environment’ with 

for instance, a concept of ‘Country’ that encompasses knowledge about the land and traditional 

laws to look after it (Figgis et al., 2015). Finally, decolonising nature emphasises diverse forms 

of spiritual, philosophical and existential connections between human and non-human 

individuals. In sum, the key component of decolonising nature discourse resides in its potential 

to question the colonial tone of environmental politics in Australia. 

The main actors framing decolonising nature discourse are Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander groups and communities advocating (more often struggling) for some form of land 

return and ontological recognition, but also sympathisers of such struggles within the 

environmental movement and research groups such as the Centre for Aboriginal Economic 

Policy Research (CAEPR) at the Australian National University (ANU). For instance, in the 

contributions to the 2010 NBS, the CAEPR used multiple case studies and references to show 

the negative impact that a ‘depopulated landscape’ has on biological diversity. From their 

 
131 Anthropologists would rather use the term ‘ontology’. I do not intend to present the complexity of Indigenous Australian 

ontologies, which is beyond the spectrum of this study. While I acknowledge the importance of Indigenous Australian 

ontologies in their own right and the plurality of these ontologies, I consider these ontologies as parts of a major 

environmental discourse. 
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perspective, desertification and depopulation of land are major threats to Australian 

biodiversity. In the same vein, decolonising nature promotes Indigenous knowledge for 

maintaining a necessary reciprocal relationship between the human and non-human world. For 

instance, the South Australian Native Title Service illustrated Indigenous traditional practices 

and knowledge of the land with numerous pictures and descriptions of ‘proper ways’ of hunting, 

gathering and food preparation, ways that are conditioned by specific local Indigenous 

knowledge and principles. A major concern in decolonising nature is the question of 

intergenerational transmission of environmental knowledge, practices and principles. 

Illustrating this last point, the North Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management Alliance 

(NAILSMA) expressed concerns regarding: 

the diminution of and overall threat to bilingual education across the north of Australia (…) 

a serious issue for knowledge sharing and effective collaboration with Indigenous land 

managers for biodiversity and other management imperatives (NAILSMA in Public 

submissions to Australian NBS, 2009). 

NAILSMA advanced thereby the idea that linguistic and cultural diversity is linked to 

biological diversity, the interconnection being captured by some authors under the concept of 

‘biocultural diversity’ (Bridgewater & Rotherham, 2019). Some advocates of decolonising 

nature expressed their perspectives during the ‘Better Laws Better Planet’ symposium I 

attended. Among the participants, Dr Bruce Lindsay from EJA and Dr Hannah Jaireth from the 

National Environmental Law Association (NELA) presented examples of mechanisms for 

prioritising protection, sustainable use and benefit-sharing of biodiversity. One mechanism was 

to create a legal identity and representative voice (of local Indigenous communities) for 

ecological entities that are culturally meaningful for Indigenous peoples. They used the 

Whanganui river in Aotearoa New Zealand as an example of legal and represented non-human 

entity. They also emphasised the guardianship principles that should guide human actions to 

make sure that ‘the natural world is not an object’, but rather a set of entities with which we 

share our life.  

If change has recently occurred, notably with NGOs such as EJA, nature preservation discourse 

has historically poorly considered Indigenous management of the land as an acceptable 

environmental practice (Christoff, 2016, Pickerill, 2018). The quality of interaction between 

nature preservation and decolonising nature discourses varies depending on the relationships 

between local environmental groups and Indigenous communities. For instance, when local 

environmental groups and Indigenous communities have good and long-term established 
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relationships, there can be some interaction between the two discourses at the local level (Zurba 

et al., 2012). However, aside from recent attempts,132 at the time of writing, there is no broadly 

established discursive interaction between actors from nature preservation and decolonising 

nature discourses framing common concerns at the federal level. 

6.2.3. Ecological modernisation discourse 

As described in Chapter 5, ecological modernisation aims at pursuing economic growth while 

limiting environmental damage and at giving more weight to biodiversity in economic 

decisions and practices. With these aims, ecological modernisation sees biodiversity as a 

benefit to the economic sector. For ecological modernisation advocates, higher biodiversity 

contributes to more functional ecosystem services and therefore a more productive economy 

in the long term. The main mechanisms endorsed by Australian ecological modernisation 

advocates are economic valuation of ecosystem services, market-based solutions such as 

certification schemes or economic incentives via, for instance, stewardship programs for 

recognising and valuing good practices. For example, in the contributions to the 2010 NBS, a 

group of scientists from CSIRO, referred constantly to the ‘multiple values’, use and non-use, 

of biodiversity and ecosystem services (Public submissions to Australian NBS, 2009). By 

giving less attention to conflict of values and more to recognition of co-existing multiple values, 

ecological modernisation advocates for a consensual approach to biodiversity governance and 

prioritisation. In their understanding, consensus on the plural and shared values of biodiversity 

is a pre-requisite for ecological modernisation. The following quotation from an ACIUCN 

workshop on values of biodiversity acknowledges the complexity of ascribing value to 

biodiversity: 

One of the difficulties we face as a community is how to bring the value which we 

place on biodiversity and the environment into perspective alongside other values 

held by society, such as those which support economic growth (Figgis et al., 2015: 

18). 

From this perspective, promoting biodiversity awareness and a shared understanding of the 

importance of biodiversity for the economy constitute core pillars in the Australian ecological 

modernisation discourse. In order to translate biodiversity into economic values, the concept 

of PES best captures and communicates the multiple benefits that biodiversity has for 

 
132 For instance, the ACF seeks to engage with Indigenous groups and the Australian Greens are aiming to collaborate or ally 

with Indigenous representatives. 



   

113 

economies and societies. The Winemakers Federation Australia, for instance, noted that 

accounting for ecosystem services helps economic actors to acknowledge the importance of 

biodiversity for their own sectoral activities (Public submissions to Australian NBS, 2009). 

The winemaker organisation used a case study of a partnership between CSIRO and Henschke 

Wines in South Australia to show the effectiveness of an ecosystem services approach. In a 

similar fashion, Natural Resource Management (NRM) agencies, such as the Western 

Catchment Management Authority, promote successful ‘stewardship’ practices to maintain or 

restore ecosystem services. The concept of ecosystem services, particularly payment for 

services, reflects a utilitarian perspective that may ignore the two previous discourses described 

above, namely, nature preservation and decolonising nature. 

Ecological modernisation in Australia and often elsewhere, is largely State-centric in the sense 

that political elites play a central role in coordinating its implementation (Curran, 2015). 

However, there are numerous actors outside the State, in the public space, that promote an 

ecological modernisation agenda. The most prominent ecological modernisation advocates are 

NRM agencies, Landcare groups, some hybrid actors such as the ACIUCN and some private 

actors engaged in an ecological transition. Scientific bodies or think tanks, like the Australia 

Institute or the Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists, are also key actors advocating for 

linking environmental sciences to policy, alongside socio-economic factors. However, to be 

influential, ecological modernisation requires alliances of actors from multiple sectors. I did 

not find a cluster of actors in my social network analysis (Appendix E. Results: social network 

analysis), nor did I find ongoing formal coalitions of actors advocating for ecological 

modernisation. Historically, the most influential political alliance regarding the environment 

was the strategic alliance between the ACF and the National Farmers Federation (NFF) over 

land degradation at the end of the 1980s. This alliance is one of the origins of Landcare, a 

program aiming at developing sustainable agricultural systems (Catacutan et al., 2009, Robins, 

2018). However, this alliance does not exist anymore. In a similar vein, in 2014, the temporary 

Australian Business and Biodiversity Initiative (ABBI) gathered major Australian banks, such 

as Westpac and the National Australian Bank, some international ENGOs, including WWF and 

Earthwatch and business groups, like Sustainable Business Australia. The fifth NBSAP 

mentioned that the goal of the ABBI was ‘to raise awareness and improve understanding of the 

ways in which the degradation and loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services is a critical risk 

and opportunity for Australian businesses’ (Australian Government Department of the 
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Environment, 2014: 45). However, the ABBI has never been particularly active and totally 

stopped its activity in 2017. These elements suggest – and confirm conclusions drawn in the 

existing literature on ecological modernisation in Australia – that there is no permanent broad 

coalition for ecological modernisation in the Australia public space (Curran, 2015). This lack 

of political alliance promoting ecological modernisation may be detrimental to the presence 

and influence of this discourse in the empowered space. 

6.2.4. Economic development discourse 

Finally, economic development discourse considers economic value as the most (and 

potentially the only) valid form of values, above environmental and social considerations. The 

core pillars of the Australian economic development discourse are market freedom, private 

property, economic growth, technology and innovation (Marsh & Miller, 2012). Compared to 

these core pillars, nature is only considered as an incoherent sum of resources to be extracted 

by different productive sectors. In this sense, economic development can be considered as an 

anti-biodiversity discourse that denies either the existence of biodiversity or the urgency of its 

state and trends. In their contributions to the 2010 NBS, economic development actors defend 

an anti-biodiversity line in four ways (Public submissions to Australian NBS, 2009). First, they 

stress the importance of other societal priorities, such as employment or food security, over 

biodiversity conservation and sustainable use. For instance, the food security argument was 

used by both Ocean Watch, a not-for-profit company linked to the seafood industry and Recfish, 

an organisation promoting recreational fishing, which sees increased food production as more 

important than biodiversity trends. Similarly, the National Farmers Federation (NFF) defended 

the idea that biodiversity conservation is not a major issue for most Australians and should thus 

not be a main priority of the government. The NFF justified its point with a study conducted 

by the ABS in 2006 that showed a steady decline of concern about the environment between 

1992 and 2004, a decline that was exacerbated by the global financial crisis (GFC) in 2007-08. 

Second, economic development discourse uses counterfactual cases to oppose biodiversity 

prioritisation. For example, the NFF denounced the use of references and figures related to the 

pre-colonial state or trends of biodiversity in most biodiversity-related reports. The NFF argued 

that such long-term trends neglect the demographic change (in quantitative terms) since 

European ‘settlement’ and underestimate the potentially positive impact of more recent policies 

on biodiversity. Third, economic development discourse delegitimises environmental claims 

and ‘green’ advocates. For instance, the NFF argued that biodiversity was used as ‘another 
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political weapon’ by ‘green’ groups to change the agenda towards pro-environmental policies. 

Finally, economic development discourse claims that government intervention, particularly in 

the form of regulation, should be minimised or suppressed. The South Australian Farmers 

Federation (SAFF), for example, claimed that state intervention, or what the SAFF labelled 

‘the big stick approach’, never works. A similar claim was made by Infrastructure Partnership 

Australia (IPA) executive director, Brendan Lyon in an article from 2009. He argued that EIAs 

are ‘[c]omplex and fragmented (…) result[ing] in delays and additional costs to the economy 

at a time when all governments [were] moving to deliver projects to underpin economic 

recovery and future growth’ (Hepworthand & Kitney, 2009). This position was confirmed by 

Innes Willox from the Australia Industry Group (AIG), who expressed concern, after 

discussions with Prime Minister Julia Gillard in 2012, about ‘duplication’ of environmental 

law: 

One of the themes that emerged today was that with our main global competitors many of 

them roll out the red carpet for business but in many cases in Australia we roll out the red 

tape. And that's of great concern for industry more generally and today's measures are a very 

clear first step (Kirk, 2012). 

In my social network analysis (Appendix E. Results: social network analysis), I observed a 

cluster of economic development advocates criticising government intervention. The critical 

stance of economic development actors occurred during governmental attempts to increase 

environmental regulation, such as strengthening EIAs under Gillard’s mandate between 2010 

and 2013. This cluster regroups multiple sectoral coalitions such as the National Irrigators 

Council (NIC), the Minerals Council of Australia (MCA) and the Australian Petroleum 

Production and Exploration Association (APPEA). 

Historically, economic development was rooted in a statist vision of society, in which the State 

played a major role in the economy, notably by stimulating productive sectors. Contemporary 

economic development discourse is now anchored in a neoliberal vision of society, which, as 

outlined in the previous chapter, aims at promoting the market as the primary institution 

organising relationships between individuals (considered as consumers, rather than citizens) 

and between groups in society, with competition as the main principle regulating these 

relationships. In Australia and many other contexts, neoliberalism has been successful in 

associating the ideology of the free market with the pursuit of freedom, often defined as an 

individual rather than a collective process. Neoliberalism has arguably been one of the most 

influential political forces over the last three decades in Australia (Cahill, 2007, Marsh & Miller, 
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2012, Miller & Orchard, 2014). During this time, powerful neoliberal think tanks such as the 

Australian Environment Foundation (founded by the Institute of Public Affairs) have 

succeeded in framing partisan views outside the government by systematically polarising 

public debates, notably through partisan medias, with the dualism ‘environment versus jobs’ 

(Dryzek et al., 2011: 152 and 442). In this context, economic development supporters claim 

that ‘jobs’ only result from freer and growing economic activity, above any form of 

environmental regulation. 

The presence of economic development discourse in Australian society is large and structural. 

For instance, we could mention over-consumption, Australia being among the countries with 

the highest household final consumption expenditure per capita between 2009 and 2018 (World 

Bank, 2020). Another aspect of the presence of economic development discourse is that, 

compared to other countries, as I showed in Chapter 4, Australians have relatively low and 

volatile concern about environmental issues (Howes et al., 2010, Koch & Fritz, 2014, WWF 

Australia, 2017). This volatile concern is highlighted by a dramatic decline between 2007 and 

2011 after the global financial crisis. According to Koch and Fritz (2014), this relatively low 

environmental concern in Australia is largely related to the absence of important action aimed 

at changing consuming behaviours and modes of production and to the prominence of the 

framing of public discourses around ‘jobs versus the environment’, instead of, for instance, a 

deeper analysis of environment-economic relationships. 

As in the French public space, the four biodiversity discourses present in the Australian public 

space, for the period under study (2009-19) and currently, frame different visions of 

biodiversity and compete over whether or not to respond to the pressures impacting its state 

and trends. In the Australian context however, it is difficult to see a continuum in these four 

discourses, as there is a sharp antagonism between nature preservation, which aims to stop the 

destruction of nature and economic development, which relies on extractive practices and 

mentalities. There is an equally sharp contrast between decolonising nature and the three other 

discourses, which give insufficient or no consideration to Indigenous Australian perspectives 

on the environment. Below, I describe how and to what extent these four discourses are present 

in the empowered space. 



   

117 

6.3. The empowered space: presence and uptake of discourses 

The four discourses I previously described – namely nature preservation, decolonising nature, 

ecological modernisation and economic development – are present, though to different extents, 

in the Australian public space. As for the French case, I now describe and evaluate the presence 

and uptake of biodiversity discourses in the Australian empowered space Discursive presence 

implies the existence of concepts, ideas and language associated with a discourse in the 

empowered space. Discursive uptake is about the effect on policies and institutions. The 

following table (Table 6-2) summarises the presence and uptake of biodiversity discourses in 

the Australian empowered space. 

Table 6-2: Presence and uptake of discourses in the Australian empowered space (2009-2019) 

Discourses Examples of presence Examples of uptake 

Nature preservation 
Extinction crisis and love for 

wildlife 
Invasive species 

Decolonising nature 
Decolonising ‘nature’ and 

government 

Native Title, IPA and Caring for our 

country 

Ecological 

modernisation 

Environmental neoliberalism: 

targets, goals and measures 

Australian implementation of SDGs: 

protection outside protected areas (e.g. 

wildlife corridors) 

Economic 

development 

Economic rationalism: ‘jobs 

above the environment’ 

Prominence of sectoral priorities: e.g. 

exemptions in EPBC Act and no federal 

‘leadership’ 

 

I start with a description of the presence and uptake of each discourse in the empowered space. 

In order, I analyse nature preservation, decolonising nature, ecological modernisation and 

economic development. I then briefly discuss what the relative presence and uptake of 

discourses implies in terms of biodiversity governance in the Australian empowered space. 

6.3.1. Nature preservation discourse 

In the period studied and still today, nature preservation discourse is present in Australian 

environmental politics, notably by maintaining political attention on species’ extinction crisis 

and maintaining a critical stance on the existing biodiversity conservation framework. However, 

when it comes to discursive uptake, aside from the expansion of protected areas in Australia, 

nature preservation has had little or no effect on policies and institutions. 

Let me first explore the presence of nature preservation discourse. Nature preservation 

discourse is present in the 2009 and 2017 NBSs. However, there is a substantial difference in 

its presence between the two NBS. While the 2009 NBS insists on the depth of the ‘biodiversity 
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crisis’ and the urgent need for action, its revision in 2018 showed no sign of ecological urgency. 

This illustrates two tendencies of nature preservation discourse when it enters the empowered 

space. The first tendency is a focus on the extinction crisis. The second tendency is a focus on 

the emotional and aesthetic relationship with ‘nature’. These two tendencies belong to nature 

preservation discourse since they both ascribe intrinsic value to biodiversity and frame the 

biodiversity issue in isolation from other (socio-economic) considerations as, in short, a need 

for more biodiversity protection. Both the 2009 NBS and the Senate inquiry on the Australian 

extinction crisis (2019) have been key arenas of expression of the first tendency. The second 

tendency is best expressed in some aspects of the EPBC Act and the 2017 NBS. 

The first tendency, focusing on ecological urgency (biodiversity and the faunal extinction crisis) 

of the 2010 NBS is best illustrated in the following quote:  

Biodiversity is under threat worldwide. Many scientists consider that the Earth has now 

entered a global biodiversity extinction crisis (UNEP 2007). That is, they believe that many 

of the species alive today are under threat of rapid extinction (NRM Ministerial Council, 

2010). 

‘Crisis’, ‘threat’, ‘rapid extinction’ are strong signals indicating an ecological emergency. In 

this sense, biodiversity is at risk and urgent government action is needed to anticipate, mitigate 

and adapt to this threat. Similarly, the sense of urgency was the basis for the recently conducted 

Senate inquiry on Australia’s faunal extinction crisis, which gave an institutional echo in the 

empowered space to the call for responding to this crisis. For instance, the Senate inquiry 

interim report stated that: 

[t]he extent of the decline means that Australia has one of the world's worst records for the 

extinction and lack of protection for threatened fauna and is ranked second (after Indonesia) 

in the world for ongoing biodiversity loss (Environment and Communications References 

Committee, 2019: 19). 

Among many references to scientific reports, the interim report quoted the Threatened Species 

Recovery Hub, which warns against broad societal and environmental impacts of simplification 

of ecosystems and loss of species. 

Ecological research worldwide has documented the beneficial interactions of species in food 

webs and has shown that simplification of food webs due to the extinction (or functional 

disappearance) of some species can have cascading and complex effects on biodiversity, 

ecosystem processes and ecosystem services (Environment and Communications 

References Committee, 2019: 38). 
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The fact that a Senate inquiry is conducted on the Australian faunal extinction crisis could say 

two things about the ecological urgency tendency of nature preservation discourse. First, the 

idea that there is a biodiversity crisis is not one shared by many actors in the empowered space 

and further enquiry is needed to potentially convince these actors. This shows that nature 

preservationists have a minor voice in the empowered space. Second, reversing the previous 

statement, nature preservationists do have access to the empowered space through institutional 

mechanisms (e.g. a parliamentary inquiry) to maintain political attention on the dramatic 

biodiversity trends that Australia is facing. 

In contrast, the complete absence of any sense of ecological urgency in the 2017 NBS gives 

room to the second tendency of nature preservation – that is, the focus on emotional and 

aesthetic relationship between humans and nature – when it enters the empowered space. 

Before illustrating this emotional and aesthetic focus, let me demonstrate the absence of 

ecological urgency with three examples. First, the 2017 NBS mentions the word ‘biodiversity’ 

only once, preferring instead the word ‘nature’, the meaning of which is rather unclear (at least, 

scientifically speaking). Second, another striking observation of the 2017 NBS in this regard is 

the total separation of humans from nature. Indeed, the document defines nature as ‘landscapes, 

rocks, soil, fresh water and the sea and all the variety of life (biodiversity) that makes up the 

non-human, non-built world’. Hereby, the 2017 NBS does not reflect on the humanised past of 

Australia, during which Indigenous Australian societies have largely modified ‘nature’ for tens 

of thousands of years. Third, the relationship between humans and nature is viewed from an 

emotional perspective. As stated in the document, nature is ‘important to every Australian no 

matter where [they] live. It is everywhere throughout [their] rural, urban and even industrial 

landscapes, not just in national parks or the bush’ (Department of Environment and Energy, 

2017: 4) The idea that nature is everywhere is hard to contest. However, thinking that it is only 

‘important’ to people seems a rather shallow interpretation of what biodiversity is. The 

following statement illustrates this interpretation of an aesthetic nature: 

How we feel about nature is often anchored in childhood experiences of being outdoors and 

enjoying the beauty of the environment. (…) Many of us identify the smell of eucalyptus, 

the laugh of a kookaburra, picnics in the park, glorious white beaches and blue oceans or 

expansive outback landscapes as uniquely Australian and a symbol of home (Department of 

Environment and Energy, 2017: 4). 

This quote focuses on ‘beauty’ of and ‘love’ for nature, which is built on feelings, the senses 

and aesthetic experiences of ‘nature’. The biodiversity bill passed in 1999, the EPBC Act, 
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amended multiple times since, also presents key aspects of the second tendency of nature 

preservation discourse. Among the core aims of the Act were the ‘protection of the environment’ 

and ‘biodiversity’. The idea of protecting the environment is largely embedded in a nature 

preservation discourse that separates humans from their environment. Another aspect of the 

bill that is embedded in a nature preservation discourse is the hierarchy between ecological 

entities. For instance, the EPBC Act created a list of matters of national environmental 

significance, which are managed at the national scale. The following quote summarises nature 

preservation perspective of the EPBC Act: 

The EPBC Act provides a legal framework to protect and manage nationally and 

internationally important flora, fauna, ecological communities and heritage places — 

defined in the EPBC Act as matters of national environmental significance (Department of 

the Environment, 2013). 

Again, the idea of ‘importance’ is particularly illustrative of the second tendency of nature 

preservation discourse. The 2019 Senate inquiry report is very critical of the weakness, 

complexity and repetitiveness of current Australian environmental law, including its 

fundamental framework set out in the EPBC Act. The report mentions many past inquiries that 

have not led to any reform. In particular, it quotes notably the Hawke review (2009), reports 

from the Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) and multiple senate committee inquiries 

(ANAO, 2020). For instance, regarding the reform of the EPBC Act, the Hawke review (2009) 

already mentioned that ‘[t]he simplest way to achieve the necessary reordering and redrafting 

would be to repeal the Act and replace it with a new Australian Environment Act’ (Hawke review 

P.27 quoted in Environment and Communications References Committee, 2019). The report 

points out the major flaws of the EPBC Act. These flaws include the discretionary power of 

the Minister for the Environment in making decisions under the Act and the numerous 

exemptions made for specific industries, such as offshore oil and petroleum activities 

(Environment and Communications References Committee, 2019). To address the faunal 

extinction crisis in an unpredictable future (with notably the effects of climate change and 

tipping points), the report recommends the creation of a new environmental legal framework 

for Australia, with stronger environmental approvals and compliance as well as independent 

administrative institutions.  

At the time of writing, the Senate inquiry report has just been produced and there has been no 

immediate change in terms of policies or institutions that emerged from my analysis of nature 

preservation discourse. With the absence of government legislation or action taken after 
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successive reports warning against the flaws of the current environmental legal framework in 

Australia (including the Hawke report, Senate inquiries, or ANAO reports on the performance 

of the Department of the Environment), nature preservationists have had no significant 

influence on policy or institutional change since the Hawke era (1983-1991), a period 

characterised by the prominence of ecological modernisation discourse and the inclusion of 

some aspects of nature preservation discourse in government spheres. The 2014 modification 

of the EPBC Act with the federal appointment of a Threatened Species Commissioner to ‘bring 

national focus to threatened species’ is a marginal change, as the Commissioner has only a 

consultative role and no influence on policy processes. However, there is one biodiversity-

related issue that has had more consistent and coherent government action overtime: the issue 

of invasive species. 

As I documented in Chapter 4, action on invasive species, one of the main pressures associated 

with biodiversity change in Australia, has had more political support in the Australian 

empowered space with some level of secured funding and a coherent government strategy. The 

invasive species issue involves the Australian Pest Animal Strategy and the Australian Weeds 

Strategy. These two strategies are well funded and politically supported, more than any other 

environmental programs (Hoffmann & Broadhurst, 2016, OECD, 2019, Trigger et al., 2010). 

However, this financial and political support cannot be attributed to nature preservationists 

alone. Ecological modernisation and, to some extent, economic development discourses have 

economic reasons to support strategies for ‘pest control’ as ‘pests’ represent considerable 

threats to industrial sectors, above all agricultural productivity. Such a combination of 

discourses suggests that, if nature preservation discourse helps framing the issue of invasive 

species, it is only in the case of more economically oriented discourses that there is sufficient 

political and financial support for the issue in the empowered space. 

6.3.2. Decolonising nature discourse 

Because of the nature of the Australian State, still largely embedded in colonial institutions 

inherited from British notions of government, decolonising nature discourse enters the 

empowered space only marginally. However, some opportunities have occurred and are still 

occurring for decolonising nature to enter the empowered space in different forms. I first 

mention one policy that represents an opportunity for decolonising nature to enter the 

empowered space. I then describe ways by which the colonial structures of the Australian 

Government contribute to limiting both the presence and uptake of decolonising nature in the 
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empowered space. Finally, I expose the reactions from other discourses in the empowered 

space to decolonising nature. 

While the major structures of government do not change thanks to decolonising nature, some 

policies have helped this discourse to partially enter the empowered space. This is notably the 

case for Native Title, Indigenous Protected Areas (IPA) and more specific examples like Caring 

for our Country (CFOC). CFOC is particularly illustrative of the political process through 

which decolonising nature goes when it enters the empowered space. Kerins (2012) shows that 

the CFOC movement, community-driven in its origins, has been transformed, in governmental 

terms, to ‘Working on Country’, driven by two Indigenous policy frameworks: Closing the 

Gap and Stronger Futures. This translation is not anecdotal, because, as Kerins shows, a 

community-driven project according to which Indigenous communities could design 

development patterns and imagine the future of their communities, became a government-led 

project driven by neoliberal rules deciding in a top-down and neoliberal fashion what 

development patterns should look like for Indigenous communities. As Kerins puts it: 

The Caring for Country movement is a community-based development pathway where 

Indigenous people exercise genuine decision-making control, while the Closing the Gap 

framework and Stronger Futures package form part of a top-down government development 

model that seeks to mainstream Indigenous peoples (Kerins, 2012: 30). 

In this sense, rather than assuming the collective and emancipatory dimensions of the original 

movement, the institutionalised form of CFOC has turned the development pattern into a ‘job 

seeking’ regime, in which individuals have to compete to enter a job market aimed at 

‘mainstreaming’ communities into individual ‘job seekers’. While the CFOC initiative 

represents a major opportunity to address social and cultural issues that Indigenous 

communities face, the institutionalised response represents more an attempt to control 

behaviour than to give more sovereignty back to these communities. Such a response reflects 

the nature of the Australian Government’s response to Indigenous issues. 

Until recent times, the notion of State and nation was largely designed for and reserved for 

white citizens and preferably those from British origins (Bosa, 2012, Marsh & Miller, 2012).133 

Therefore, still today, diverse Indigenous Australians’ conceptualisations of the state, their 

perceptions of its legitimacy and their visions of policy development procedures have been 

 
133 Until 1967, for instance, Indigenous Australians were not included in formal political processes, the federal Parliament 

made decisions in their name and they were excluded from the national census. 
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ignored in the design and practices of formal political institutions. If discussions on these 

fundamental aspects have occurred in recent years with, for instance, the Uluru Statement from 

the Heart and its claim for ‘treaties between the state and Indigenous nations, as well as … an 

Indigenous Voice to parliament’ (O'Sullivan, 2019: 400), they have not led to any change of 

the current governmental structures. This lack of presence and uptake of decolonising nature 

in formal politics in Australia is largely related to – and potentially a major explanation of – 

the constant failure of sustained policy regarding Indigenous Australians (O'Sullivan, 2019). I 

argue that this lack of presence and uptake is also a major factor explaining the failure of 

Australian environmental management. Let me illustrate this by briefly confronting the 

Indigenous notion of sovereignty and the way government departments frame the link between 

Indigenous ‘perspectives’ and the environment. From a decolonising nature perspective, ideas 

of sovereignty and the environment are interrelated notions. The following quote illustrates this 

aspect: 

This sovereignty is a spiritual notion: the ancestral tie between the land, or ‘mother nature’ 

and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples who were born therefrom, remain 

attached thereto and must one day return thither to be united with our ancestors. This link is 

the basis of the ownership of the soil, or better, of sovereignty. It has never been ceded or 

extinguished and co-exists with the sovereignty of the Crown (Referendum Council, 2017). 

Here, the ‘tie’ between Indigenous nations, their land and their ancestors is ecological, social, 

cultural, spiritual, political and philosophical. The notion of sovereignty is a claim for the 

recognition of the ‘tie’ as a legitimate form of state. Such a notion challenges the typical 

division between nature and human societies characterising European or Europeanised 

societies: where the government sees separate categories in ‘environmental management’, 

‘Indigenous policies’ or ‘Indigenous recognition’, Indigenous Australians see uniqueness in 

peoples’ attachment, belonging and guardianship of the land. For instance, in governmental 

biodiversity strategies or bills (NBS 2010, 2018) the complex notion of Indigenous sovereignty 

is replaced with the less confrontational idea of ‘Indigenous connection to the land’. Such 

mention of Indigenous specific relationships to the land reveals the government intention to 

value plural views of biodiversity and therefore partially recognise decolonising nature 

discourse. However, this partial recognition ignores the political dimension of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders’ visions of the environment and the State as described in the Uluru 

Statement. Similarly, the Senate inquiry on the extinction crisis mentions some specific 

concerns regarding Indigenous Australians. For instance, the report quotes the Australian 

Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) for underlining 
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Indigenous Australians’ ‘interconnectedness with all aspects of the natural environment’ and 

the ACF for emphasising the ‘profound cultural implications’ that extinction of species or 

simplification of ecosystems can have on Indigenous Australians and their customs 

(Environment and Communications References Committee, 2019: 42). Once again, if 

Indigenous ‘perspectives’ are brought up in the Senate inquiry, the political and philosophical 

consistency of the idea of sovereignty is ignored. 

In summary, reactions to decolonising nature from more influential discourses in the 

empowered space mainly take two forms: (1) direct and conscious delegitimisation and (2) 

depoliticisation by omission. Direct delegitimisation is mainly the product of economic 

development discourses. For instance, prominent figures in the Liberal/National coalition, 

notably former Prime Minister Tony Abbott, often claim that European ‘settlement’ was the 

defining moment in the history of Australia, therefore reducing Aboriginal ontologies and 

history to pre-historic times. Depoliticisation by omission is inherent in nature preservation and 

ecological modernisation discourses, which systematically disconnect questions of land 

sovereignty from respectively ‘wilderness protection’ or environmental management. The 

ACIUCN documents I consulted exemplify such an omission as they see environmental 

management and land sovereignty as two unrelated issues (Figgis et al., 2015, Roache, 2014). 

I noticed this systematic habit of fragmenting Indigenous sovereignty and environmental 

questions during the production of an IUCN-led document for the post-2020 CBD agenda 

(Spencer-Smith et al., 2019). The idea of connecting Indigenous sovereignty and biodiversity 

governance was discussed and well supported in the vote for ‘best ideas’ during the workshop. 

However, this idea was not present in the final document and replaced by the rather shallow 

and depoliticised notion of ‘Indigenous perspective’ or ‘Indigenous governance’. Such action 

during the editing phase highlights how depoliticisation occurs in environmental policy 

development spaces. More broadly, this could refer to structures of power in the Australian 

State, still largely embedded in an Anglo-European colonial regime. This regime could be 

characterised as the Australian expression of coloniality, a set of norms and power structures 

that systematically delegitimise, underrepresent and devalue Indigenous Australians’ 

discourses. This is particularly in contrast with the growth of Indigenous knowledge, art and 

intellectual life in the past few decades often labelled as ‘the Indigenous Renaissance’ 

(Dudgeon et al., 2010). For instance, the radical and powerful call for Indigenous sovereignty, 
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notably through the Uluru statement, has been poorly translated into ‘Indigenous recognition’ 

in the Constitution in the formal political arena (O'Sullivan, 2019). 

6.3.3. Ecological modernisation discourse 

Ecological modernisation discourse has been in the Australian empowered space since Prime 

Minister Bob Hawke’s commitment to environmental reform Our Country, Our Future 

(Australian Prime Minister Hawke, 1989). In terms of presence, some ecological modernisation 

concepts and ideas have entered the Australian empowered space. In terms of uptake, 

ecological modernisation has contributed to some changes in environmental regulation and 

action with, for instance, the EPBC Act and the development of ‘wildlife corridors’. However, 

the presence and uptake of ecological modernisation has been discontinuous over time, 

particularly during the 2009-2019 period I studied. In this sense, ecological modernisation has 

never been institutionalised in the Australian empowered space (Curran, 2015). I first introduce 

ideas and concepts embedded in ecological modernisation discourse that are present in the 

Australian empowered space. I then discuss ecological modernisation episodes during which 

some environmental perspectives have been integrated in cross-sectoral policies and 

policymaking. For each episode, I discuss the limitations of this integration. 

Many ideas from ecological modernisation have entered the federal Government’s strategic 

documents and policies. For instance, the 2010 NBS presented many concepts and ideas 

embedded in the ecological modernisation vision. The NBS stated for instance that: 

[c]onserving biodiversity is an essential part of safeguarding the biological life support 

systems on Earth. All living creatures, including humans, depend on these life support 

systems for the necessities of life (NRM Ministerial Council, 2010: 7). 

The idea of ‘safeguarding’ a ‘life support systems’ is consistent with ecological modernisation 

thinking, which envisages ‘safe’ levels of environmental conditions under which the economy 

can flourish. In contrast, the revision of the NBS in 2018 implies no sense of limits or ecological 

urgency. Despite claiming to be ‘a roadmap to care for and sustainably manage nature over the 

years to 2030’ (Department of Environment and Energy, 2017: 8), the document is articulated 

around relatively loose ‘targets’ and ‘objectives’. The 2017 NBS draft mentions that: 

[a]ssessing and reporting our success in caring for nature requires a broad set of meaningful 

measures that reflect the multiple benefits of connecting with and caring for nature, 

including public health and economic measures (Department of Environment and Energy, 

2017: 14). 
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The document evokes the idea of establishing relationships between the environmental sector 

and health as well as the economic sector. However, the document does not mention how these 

relationships would be established and how biodiversity would be prioritised alongside 

economic and social aspects. Also, the NBS does not provide measurable indicators for 

assessing the evolution of different pressures on biodiversity. The significant difference 

between the two NBSs suggests that, while some ecological modernisation ideas and concepts 

are present in the Australian empowered space, ecological modernisation is not 

institutionalised in Australia and therefore its presence varies over time. 

Australia, compared to other OECD countries, does not have environmental actors permanently 

included in decision-making (Dovers, 2013). Despite the presence of environmental groups in 

some corporatist institutions, notably some state-based Environment Protection Agencies (EPA) 

and commissions under states’ departments of environment or conservation, there is no 

systematic and direct involvement of business, labour or environmental actors in decision-

making processes that impact the environment (Christoff, 2016, Howes et al., 2010). Indeed, 

according to some authors, submissions to consultation processes and public inquiries that are 

initiated by ministries and the Parliament have no or only marginal impact on policy 

development processes (Howes et al., 2010, Marsh & Miller, 2012). If Australia has never 

developed a sustained agenda for implementing ecological modernisation, ecological 

modernisation episodes have nevertheless occurred. In Australia, these episodes have been 

related to specific environmental issues and policies or temporary political alliances. For 

example, For example, regional NRM groups have been created and used as a mechanism to 

improve coordination between actions at the different level of government. Another example 

is the Hawke era (1983-1990), which is usually characterised as an ecological modernisation 

episode with inclusion of business, social and environmental interests in formal structures of 

government (McEachern 1993, Dryzek 2013). However, the Hawke era is not to be held up as 

an ideal example of implementing ecological modernisation. As Dovers puts it, ‘the Hawke 

administration was torn between using environmental politics as an electoral advantage and 

seeking an informed, collaborative mode’ (Dovers, 2013: 119) The only attempt to implement 

an integrative approach to environmental governance, the Ecological Sustainable Development 

(ESD) strategy, launched in 1992, has never really been implemented after Keating (who was 

not interested in ESD) became Prime Minister in 1991 (Ross & Dovers, 2008). This meant the 

strategy was sidelined and the ESD was only mentioned in the EPBC Act without any effect 
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on policy or institutions. The fact that ecological modernisation was dismissed by change of 

Prime Minister shows the relative weakness of Hawke’s ecological modernisation attempt. 

Eckersley sums up the Hawke-Keating era by stating that Keating was in part ‘more successful 

in marginalising environmental demands than Hawke was in incorporating them into 

government policy’ (Eckersley, 1996: 98). In other words, while episodes of ecological 

modernisation have occurred in Australia, the Hawke-Keating episode is both an example that 

some form of ecological modernisation can occur in Australia and an illustration of the lack of 

systematised and sustained integration of environmental interests in Australian policymaking. 

When it comes to policies and institutions, while many concepts embedded in ecological 

modernisation are mentioned in policies, they are rarely implemented and thus never contribute 

to structural changes involving the promotion of ecological rationality. The EPBC Act ‘aims 

to promote ecologically sustainable development’, which is a key concept of ecological 

modernisation. While the act mentions that the status of environmental concerns should equal 

that of economic and social considerations, there are only limited mechanisms to effectively 

value these three aspects on an equal footing. For instance, in theory, EIAs aim to preserve the 

productivity of the environment in the long term by assessing the environmental impact of 

future development projects and guaranteeing the health of functioning ecosystems for future 

generations. In practice, however, as I explained in Chapter 4, EIAs are regularly denounced 

for being poorly developed, often automatically approved by the department under its 

discretionary power (Ross & Dovers, 2008), rarely scientifically rigorous (Sheaves et al., 2016) 

and excluded from many sectors, such as coal mining projects or matters related to national 

security (Environment and Communications References Committee, 2019). Another example 

of the impact of ecological modernisation discourse on policy is the development of a National 

Wildlife Corridor Plan in 2012 aiming at connecting protected areas in a network of ‘ecological 

connectivity’ in the Australian landscape. The development of this plan involved many 

interests including ‘conservation, farming, resource management, tourism and development 

interest groups in a bipartisan fashion’134 (Dovers, 2013: 125). The Plan aimed to retain and 

restore ecological connectivity by establishing a network of wildlife corridors between 

conservation areas. However, due to limited engagement of states and territories in the plan, 

 
134 The noticeable absence of significant Aboriginal Australians’ influence in this policy development is illustrated in the 

framing around the notion of ‘wildlife’. It shows that such a corporatist approach is not designed around Aboriginal notions 

of the environment. 
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lack of specific funding and a change of government in 2013, the plan has never been 

implemented and ended up in a ‘policy cul-de-sac’ (Australian SoE Committee, 2016). 

6.3.4. Economic development discourse 

Economic development discourse relies on powerful historical structures in the Australian 

empowered space. In this sense, economic development is, historically, like in many 

industrialised countries including France, a hegemonic discourse that has made economic 

growth a central part of the Australian empowered space. With the influence of the 

environmental movement, among other social movements, the hegemony of economic 

development has been challenged in successive episodes notably in the 1970s and 1980s. 

However, with the rise of neoliberalism135 in the 1980s, economic development discourse 

experienced a revival and remains today the most prominent discourse taken up in the 

Australian empowered space. I first use examples that illustrate the centrality of concepts 

embedded in economic development discourses in the Australian empowered space. I then 

characterise the uptake of economic development discourse. 

Ideas central to economic development discourse frame many biodiversity policy or strategic 

documents I have consulted or play a central role in it. For instance, markets or market-based 

instruments are often considered to be the most efficient tool for biodiversity policy. The 2010 

NBS promotes market-based instruments as the most obvious way to respond to the 

‘biodiversity crisis’. The word ‘market’ itself is mentioned 28 times, which is, apart from the 

word biodiversity and synonyms, the most frequently mentioned noun. The document also 

mentions that: 

[m]arkets provide a way to value biodiversity so that it can be considered alongside 

economic and social factors. Although putting a price on the value of biodiversity and 

ecosystem services is difficult, well-designed markets are one of the most effective policy 

instruments for attributing economic value to biodiversity and can be very effective in 

encouraging investment in biodiversity conservation (NRM Ministerial Council, 2010: 41). 

In this quote, while the idea of economic value of biodiversity and ecosystem services can be 

attached to ecological modernisation perspectives, there is a major assumption in considering 

the market as ‘one of the most effective policy instruments’. No evidence is provided in the 

document that markets work more effectively than other policy instruments. Moreover, the 

 
135 I described neoliberalism in the previous chapter. However, neoliberalism takes different forms in different contexts. This 

study is not on neoliberalism per se; therefore, I do not describe the specificities of Australian neoliberalism. I use instead, 

examples of how neoliberalism influences economic development discourse and the broader deliberative system on 

biodiversity. 
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document does not define clearly the role of the government and the type of market to be 

designed. Also, the centrality of the concept of market in a strategic document about 

biodiversity can undermine the consideration of other, potentially more effective, policy 

instruments such as regulation or State-led conservation programs. The renewal of the NBS in 

2018 shows an even stronger presence of economic development concepts. The fact that the 

document shows no sense of ecological urgency indicates that it is diminishing the importance 

of the biodiversity issue. As I already mentioned, the word ‘biodiversity’ is replaced by ‘nature’. 

The following statement illustrates how economic development diminishes the importance of 

the biodiversity issue: 

Nature provides the foundation of thriving societies and prosperous economies. Some 

experts even claim that our economic activity is dependent on the services and benefits 

provided by nature (Department of Environment and Energy, 2017: 5). 

While the first part of this quote is a legitimate and obvious claim, the second part introduces 

a doubt to something that is obviously true. The statement that ‘some experts even claim’ that 

economic activity is dependent on nature may, in fact, devalue ‘nature’, as it creates doubt in 

something factual. On a different front, the prominence of economic development discourse 

can be found in the systematic opposition to regulatory mechanisms on biodiversity. For 

instance, in 2009, Greg Hunt, then opposition spokesperson on the environment (and later 

Minister for the Environment between 2013 and 2016) criticised the Labor government 

decision to ban logging of red gums near Deniliquin, in southern NSW. While the decision to 

ban logging was motivated by the damage it caused to the superb parrot’s habitat, Hunt 

denounced the justification for the ban, claiming that: 

[t]here are thousands and thousands of these parrots. It's not listed as extinct, as extinct in 

the wild, as critically endangered, as endangered. It's not given any of those four highest 

categories. This is a parrot which the Government's own website says is in abundance to the 

extent of thousands and thousands. It has the second lowest category on the threatened 

species list and so Mr Garrett is trading 1,000 jobs for the emotional health of a parrot, good 

luck to him (Glanville, 2009). 

In this statement, Greg Hunt reduced the superb parrot to a population number and a position 

on a list of endangered species and reduced concern for it to ‘emotional considerations’ 

compared to economic considerations. This illustrates the hierarchy of values inherent in 

economic development thinking, which places short-term economic values above 

environmental considerations. 
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At the policy and institutional level, economic development discourse is also prominent, as 

illustrated by the main legislative framework for the environment in Australia: the EPBC Act. 

I describe three ways in which economic development discourse influences the EPBC Act: the 

limited federal prerogatives on the environment compared to other sectors; the numerous 

sectoral exemptions to environmental regulation; and the simplification of environmental 

regulation in the case study period. 

First, the influence of economic development was already prominent in the framework from 

the outset. The EPBC framework limits federal responsibility only to specific matters of 

national significance (Dovers, 2013). While the federal government plays a more prominent 

role in other issues that are considered to be of national importance such as security or finance, 

the EPBC framework represents a way of diminishing the federal government’s responsibility 

over the environment. This can be interpreted, as Curran puts it, as a federal government 

intention ‘to vacate, as far as practicable, environmental decision-making’ (Curran, 2015: 13). 

The second illustration of the prominence of economic development discourse is the high 

number of exemptions to bilateral (federal and state) approval of EIAs under the EPBC Act 

granted to different sectors. Numerous sectors benefit from the exemption. This is notably the 

case for forestry activities conducted under Regional Forestry Agreements (RFAs), which are 

exempted from EIAs under the EPBC Act by section 38 of the Act (Environment and 

Communications References Committee, 2019). These agreements provide limited EIA and 

their review is often criticised for lacking transparency and independence and being strongly 

connected to actors from the forestry sector. Offshore oil and petroleum activities have also 

been exempted from EPBC Act assessment since 2014. Oil and petroleum activities are, instead, 

regulated by the National Offshore Petroleum Safety and Environmental Management 

Authority (NOPSEMA), which is constrained by an Advisory Board that represents the oil and 

petroleum industry. Exemptions are also given to matters of ‘national interest’ under section 

158 of the Act, which encompasses economic competitiveness or ‘national security’ under 

section 28. Finally, activities undertaken by a federal agency are also given exemptions 

(Environment and Communications References Committee, 2019). With all these exemptions, 

it is not surprising that EIAs under the EPBC Act fail to properly apply the precautionary 

principle and intergenerational equity. 

Third and finally, Australian environmental regulation has been continuously ‘simplified’, in 

other words reduced, since 2013. For instance, under the Abbott government between 2013 
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and 2014, EIAs were modified under the ‘One Stop Shop’ plan. This plan aimed at ‘simplifying’ 

environmental assessment procedures for businesses and thus supposedly encouraging 

Australia’s economy and investment by removing duplication between federal and state levels. 

Thereby, the federal level delegated part of its responsibilities over matters of national 

environmental significance to the state level, thus confirming the lack of priority given to 

environmental matters at the federal level. This change in environmental regulation went 

alongside the Abbott government’s ‘view that in the development-environment stakes, the 

balance ha[d previously] tipped too far in the environment’s favour’ (Curran, 2015: 16). 

Another key example of the continuous effort to reduce environmental regulation resides in 

Australia’s attempt, during the Abbott mandate, to officially request UNESCO to remove the 

World Heritage status to part of the Tasmanian World Heritage forest (Australian Broadcasting 

Corporation, 2014). Australia is the first and only country to have formally conducted such an 

attempt to reduce international environmental regulation. These examples of deregulation of 

environmental legal frameworks, at both national and international levels, illustrate the 

prominence of economic development discourse in setting the Australian political agenda, 

particularly since 2013, placing rapid economic growth above ‘red’ and ‘green’ tapes with no 

or limited concern for long-term environmental sustainability. 

6.3.5. Biodiversity, a divisive issue 

Between 2009 and 2019 and beyond, if the four discourses on biodiversity were present in the 

Australian empowered space, they did not have equal presence and uptake. Economic 

development was the most influential discourse in the period studied. Economic development, 

seeing biodiversity as an uncoordinated sum of resources to be extracted, cultivates an ‘anti-

biodiversity vision’ by delegitimising the concept per se and denying the urgency of threats to 

it. The prominence of economic development discourse is facilitated by the relatively marginal 

presence and uptake of the three other discourses. Indeed, ecological modernisation has never 

been systematically implemented in the Australian empowered space. Nature preservationists 

and decolonising nature advocates maintain a critical stance in the Australian empowered space 

but do not challenge the prominence of economic development discourse. This discursive 

pattern in the Australian empowered space has two major implications for biodiversity 

prioritisation and governance. The first implication is that, due to the limited presence of 

discourses other than that of economic development, the biodiversity issue is relatively 

marginal in the Australian empowered space. The second implication is that the ‘environment 
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versus jobs’ frame of public debate limits discursive interaction and makes biodiversity 

prioritisation a divisive issue. In the following section, I first summarise the prominence of 

economic development in the Australian empowered space. I then summarise the marginal 

presence and uptake of the other three discourses. 

Economic development discourse is prominent in the Australian empowered space in multiple 

ways. First, ideas inherent in economic development discourse – such as the market, 

competition and a specific hierarchy of values (short-term economic considerations above 

social and environmental concerns) – are prominent in Australian policymaking, particularly 

exemplified by their prominence in biodiversity policy and strategic documents. The centrality 

of market-based mechanisms and sectoral priorities above environmental regulation shows the 

strength of economic development discourse. Second, the ‘simplification’ of environmental 

procedures (e.g. sectoral exemptions to EIAs under the EPBC Act) and the institutional 

instability of biodiversity governance, which provides limited input from environmental actors 

other than simple consultations, are other examples of the relative strength of productive 

sectors above environmental concerns. Moreover, Australia has been the first and only country 

trying to withdraw a site from the UNESCO World Heritage register, which is a clear sign of 

the strength of economic development discourse, which attempts to deregulate the already-

weak international environmental protection. Finally, the fact that the federal government has 

limited concern and prerogatives for biodiversity shows the lack of consensus on the 

importance of the biodiversity issue compared to other issues such as national security and 

economic growth that are driven by majoritarian consensus in the Australian empowered space. 

Alongside the prominence of economic development discourse, the three other discourses, 

nature preservation, decolonising nature and ecological modernisation, have marginal presence 

and uptake in the Australian empowered space. I outline the influence of each discourse, before 

pointing out the limitations of this influence (both in terms of presence and uptake). 

Nature preservation still has a marginal influence on the Australian empowered space, 

principally by maintaining political attention on specific issues, such as threatened species or 

invasive species. Where the former issue is concerned, while nature preservation discourse has 

been influential in both maintaining Australia’s commitment to growing the number and the 

total area of its (marine and terrestrial) reserve system, there has been no institutional change, 

apart from the rather symbolic creation of the Threatened Species Commissioner in 2014. In 

terms of the latter issue, political attention and a combination of discourses, notably with 
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economic development, has allowed the Australian Government to manage invasive species 

through sustained and relatively well funded programs compared to other environmental 

programs. 

Decolonising nature discourse remains marginal in the Australian empowered space. Some 

concepts embedded in decolonising nature have temporarily entered the empowered space. 

This is the case for CFOC, which represents one of the few attempts to draw on Indigenous 

concepts for framing environmental policies. However, the colonial characteristics of the 

Australian Government that I have described in this chapter systematically delegitimatise 

decolonising nature claims. A powerful illustration of this is the systematic governmental 

distinction between environmental management and Indigenous sovereignty, aspects that are 

fundamentally interrelated in decolonising nature discourse. The CFOC exemplifies the way 

the institutionalised version of this originally community-driven project has contributed to 

giving more influence to the government on development patterns for Indigenous communities 

involved in these programs. 

Over the period studied (2009-2019 and beyond), ecological modernisation has been mobilised 

only on specific issues, such as the Murray Darling Basin Plan, the attempt to create a National 

Wildlife Corridor Plan or more recently, the Great Barrier Reef plan, ‘Reef 2050’.  In the past, 

ecological modernisation episodes have occurred. For instance, the Hawke government 

between 1983 and 1991 is often described as the peak era of ecological modernisation in 

Australia. However, these episodes, whether they are related to specific issues or temporal 

alliances, have not led to significant changes in terms of policies or institutions. In the period 

studied, there was not been any overall framework driving ecological modernisation discourse 

and thereby implementing systematic integration of environmental perspectives in Australian 

decision-making processes. 

6.4. Conclusion 

Results of the analysis of biodiversity discourses reported above show that, between 2009 and 

2019, like the French public space, the Australian public space was characterised by the 

presence of four discourses: for Australia, these are nature preservation, decolonising nature, 

ecological modernisation and economic development. This remains true until today. There 

were and still are similarities between discourses in the French and Australian public spaces, 

particularly those of ecological modernisation and economic development. There were also and 
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continue to be differences, particularly related to ecological collapse and ecological solidarity 

in France and nature preservation and decolonising nature in Australia.136  The Australian 

empowered space resembles the French empowered space, as the four discourses are present 

but have unequal presence and uptake in both contexts. While ecological modernisation 

remains prominent in the French empowered space, economic development is the most 

prominent discourse in the Australian empowered space. In Australia, this prominence 

contributes still to making biodiversity a divisive issue by framing environmental questions as 

‘environment versus jobs’. The other three discourses had a marginal presence and uptake in 

the Australian empowered space during the period studied between 2009 and 2019. However, 

these three discourses either maintained and continue to maintain a critical stance on some 

aspects or issues (for nature preservation and decolonising nature) or attempted to create 

episodes of consensus on environmental questions (for ecological modernisation). 

In conclusion, the Australian public space is still not particularly inclusive. While the four 

discourses present in the Australian public space on biodiversity are likewise present in the 

empowered space, economic development is more influential than any other discourse, and 

was so particularly in the period studied. While the patterns between the French and the 

Australian discursive landscapes seem similar (e.g. four discourses in the public space, one 

prominent discourse in the empowered space), the discursive landscape greatly differs greatly 

between the two countries. The French system continues to be more inclusive as the prominent 

ecological modernisation discourse allows other discourses to have influence in the empowered 

space. By comparison, the Australian system is relatively exclusive, as the prominent economic 

development discourse marginalises the three other discourses. The next chapter emphasises 

the comparison between the two countries’ discursive landscapes on biodiversity. 

  

 
136 I will outline these similarities and differences in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 7. Comparing biodiversity discourses in France and 

Australia 

7.1. Introduction 

The two previous chapters have described the biodiversity discourses present in the French and 

the Australian public and empowered spaces between 2009 to 2019 and beyond. This chapter 

aims to compare the findings from analysis of biodiversity discourses in the two countries in a 

systematic way. To do so, I discuss the two countries’ discursive settings, that is the relative 

presence of discourses in both the public and the empowered space of each country. I interpret 

each country’s discursive setting by assessing it against the criteria of inclusiveness and 

authenticity. To assess inclusiveness, I analyse which country is more inclusive than the other 

by comparing the extent to which different biodiversity discourses are present in each country’s 

public and empowered space. To assess authenticity, I compare which of the two countries’ 

discursive settings allows more authentic interactions between discourses. I begin by assessing 

inclusiveness and authenticity in the two public spaces. I then compare the inclusiveness and 

authenticity in the two empowered spaces. 

7.2. Discourses in the public space 

In the two public spaces, no discourse has a monopoly over the definition, framing or 

prioritisation of biodiversity. In the two countries, actors, institutions and citizens have the 

possibility of navigating between these four competing discourses. However, it would be naive 

to consider that these discourses have equal presence in the public space. Some discourses, 

thanks to their institutional support, framing, narrative and power structure, are de facto more 

present than others in the public space. I first describe the pattern of competing discourses in 

each context, emphasising key similarities and differences between the two countries regarding 

the relative presence of discourses in each public space (inclusiveness). I have based my 

assessment of inclusiveness of the public space on the three criteria137 presented in Table 3-4 

(Chapter 3). I then analyse the discursive interaction in the public space and its implication for 

biodiversity prioritisation (authenticity). 

 
137 (1) The presence of discourses in NBS contributions and in media articles, (2) the existence of a coalition of actors 

advocating for it in the media and (3) opinion polls and surveys of the broader public with regards to the environment 

(Chapter 4). 
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7.2.1. The pattern of competing discourses (inclusiveness) 

Unsurprisingly, while each country has its specificities, there are similarities between the four 

discourses present in each public space. First, ecological modernisation and economic 

development exist, though in different ways, in each country’s public space. While the former 

tries to reconcile the pursuit of economic growth with minimising environmental damage, the 

latter promotes economic growth and sectoral priorities over environmental concerns. The 

other two competing discourses in each country can be grouped into two main approaches: 

ecocentric and social-ecological. The ecocentric approach encompasses the French ecological 

collapse and the Australian nature preservation discourses. The social-ecological approach 

covers the French ecological solidarity and the Australian decolonising nature discourses. The 

following table (Table 7-1) outlines the logic behind this grouping. 

Table 7-1: Ecocentric and social-ecological approaches/discourses 

Approaches/discourses 

 

Framing aspects 

Ecocentric Social-ecological 

Valuation of biodiversity Intrinsic value Social and cultural value 

Framing of conservation Nature for itself Nature and people 

Current ecological situation Ecological urgency Social urgency 

Motives Alertness Social and cultural struggle 

Summary prescription Protect, restore nature Transformation 

 

The ecocentric approach values nature ‘for itself’ (intrinsic value of nature), independently of 

social or cultural aspects and focuses on ecological more than social urgency of biodiversity 

loss. On the contrary, the social-ecological approach insists on the social and cultural values of 

biodiversity, on the social urgency implied in the dramatic trends of biodiversity and on the 

necessary transformation of society that this urgency involves. 

In terms of findings, between 2009 and 2019 and beyond the four discourses had and continue 

to have different levels of presence in each public space. The following table (Table 7-2) shows 

the presence of the four discourses in the French and Australian public spaces. 

Table 7-2: Presence of discourses in French and Australian public spaces (2009-2019) 

 France Australia 

Ecocentric discourse Significant Prominent 

Social-ecological discourse Significant Marginal 

Ecological modernisation discourse Significant Marginal 

Economic development discourse Marginal Prominent 
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In France, ecocentric, social-ecological and ecological modernisation discourses remain 

significant. This means that the presence of ideas, language and concepts embedded in these 

three discourses is proportionally high. For instance, in the contributions to the NBS, about a 

third of the contributors associated the concept of biodiversity with ‘life’ (vie) or ‘living’ 

(vivant), an association privileged in social-ecological discourse over other concepts such as 

‘nature’ or ‘ecosystem services’. As outlined in Chapter 7 and Appendix E. Results: social 

network analysis), the presence of these three discourses relates particularly to three prominent 

coalitions of actors subscribing to these discourses in the media articles published between 

2009 and 2018.138 Finally, polls and surveys on the environment (Chapter 4) show strong 

support from French respondents for core ideas of the three significant discourses. For 

ecocentric discourse, the triannual Eurobarometer on biodiversity (Eurobarometer Special, 

2013, Eurobarometer Special, 2018) shows a high and increasing percentage of respondents 

‘totally agreeing’ with the idea that ‘biodiversity loss should be stopped … out of respect for 

nature’ (from 71% in 2013 to 84% in 2018). For social-ecological discourse, the same 

Eurobarometer shows a similar trend for social-ecological discourse with 62% in 2018 (against 

57% n 2013) totally agreeing with the proposition: ‘biodiversity loss should be stopped … 

because our well-being and quality of life is based upon nature’. Finally, ecological 

modernisation advocates trend is also on the rise in the Eurobarometer, which shows an 

increasing number of respondents totally agreeing with the ideas that ‘biodiversity is 

indispensable for the production of goods’ (from 49% in 2013 to 63% in 2018) and that ‘Europe 

will get poorer economically as a consequence of loss’ (from 29% in 2013 and 62% in 2018). 

While France scored around or below the EU average on these three indicators in 2013, it 

scored among the highest three in the EU in 2018. This represents one of the most significant 

increases among EU countries in this time period. In contrast with these three significant 

discourses, economic development discourse is a relatively marginal discourse. This discourse 

is not supported by a strong coalition in the media and only 0.6% of contributors to the NBS 

agree with the proposition: ‘it is useless to preserve biodiversity: we will be able to live without 

most species by using GMO or selected organisms to cover our needs’. 

In Australia, ecocentric discourse was prominent in the public space over the same time period 

(2009-19) and continues to be so. This prominence is reflected in the contributions to the NBS, 

 
138 A coalition of scientific groups around the MNHN, the CNRS or IDDRI, a coalition of many companies and some 

ENGOs (notably WWF) around Act4Nature or OREE and a coalition of groups advocating for social (e.g. Unions such as 

CFDT or CGT) and ecological justice (e.g. Friends of the Earth, Attac), civic rights (e.g. LDH or AI), peasant and organic 

farming interests (e.g. CP or FNAB) and alternative medias (e.g. Reporterre, Mediapart). 
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the environmental polls and the presence of a strong coalition advocating for it. Indeed, 47% 

of the contributions to the NBS subscribed to an ecocentric perspective and about 47% of 

Australians participated in nature conservation activities at least once a year in 2012 (ABS, 

2011-12). Environmental NGOs are united in a broad coalition involving hundreds of 

thousands of members, namely, the PYL alliance, which has a strong media presence on 

biodiversity-related topics. In contrast, social-ecological and ecological modernisation 

discourses are both marginal in the Australian public space. Both are marked by the fact that 

only 16% of contributions to the NBS subscribe to each discourse. These two discourses are 

not supported by broad coalitions of actors in the media. In addition, the environmental polls 

reflect limited support for broad changes associated with environmental regulation. For 

instance, in one comparative poll139 by Koch and Fritz (2014), Australian respondents scored 

among the lowest when being asked: ‘how willing would you be to accept cuts in your standard 

of living in order to protect the environment?’ This suggests that there is relatively low support 

for discourses that aim to transform the economy if it involves a cost of living standards. Finally, 

the most antagonistic discourse to nature preservation, economic development discourse, is 

also prominent in the Australian public space. Twenty-one per cent of the contributions to the 

NBS subscribe to an economic development perspective. Most opinion polls and surveys on 

the environment confirm the large presence of economic development discourse with large 

proportions of Australians being not particularly worried about the state of nature (WWF 

Australia, 2017) and, instead, more inclined to support the idea that economic growth does not 

harm the environment (Koch & Fritz, 2014). Last but not least, economic development 

discourse is prominent with a coalition of private corporations from different extractive and 

productive sectors such as the APPEA or the MCA in the mining and oil sector with, or the 

irrigation industry (Appendix E. Results: social network analysis). 

In sum, while the four biodiversity discourses are still present in the two countries, the relative 

presence of these discourses in each public space is not equal. The French public space has 

three significant discourses and one marginal discourse. Analysis of these discourses in the 

Australian public space presents a more contrasting picture with two prominent discourses and 

two marginal discourses. As a result, the French public space is more inclusive than the 

Australian one. In France, three significant discourses compete or complement each other in 

 
139 The study compared polls from 2012 conducted in Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Czech Republic, Denmark, 

Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, 

Portugal, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, UK, USA. 
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challenging the historically hegemonic discourse of economic development. In Australia, the 

two prominent ecocentric and economic development discourses compete, whereas social-

ecological and ecological modernisation discourses are marginalised. I now interpret the 

implications of these discursive patterns for potential discursive interactions. 

7.2.2. Discursive interaction and biodiversity prioritisation (authenticity) 

As mentioned in previous chapters, discourses are not rigid categories. Actors can navigate 

between them in conscious or unconscious ways by subscribing entirely to one discourse or 

partially to multiple discourses. However, political, socio-economic and cultural structures in 

each country condition these potential interactions between discourses. For instance, 

coloniality in Australia or, to a lesser extent, in France, constitutes a hierarchical structure of 

knowledge and power that privileges European visions of the environment above ‘subaltern’ 

perspectives. I will explore broad structures of this kind (or underlying conditions of 

deliberative capacity) in Chapter 9. For now, I simply analyse the extent to which discourses 

engage with each other on the biodiversity issue (rather than pursuing strategic interests) and 

compare the content of each discourse to deduce their relative compatibility with regards to 

biodiversity prioritisation (authenticity). 

When it comes to actors and interests present in each public space on biodiversity, apart from 

the obvious absence of Indigenous groups and communities in the French case,140 multiple 

actors form part of coalitions in the French public space, whereas this is not the case in 

Australian (Appendix E. Results: social network analysis). For instance, coalitions in France – 

but not in Australia – are made up of a relatively structured research community, as well as by 

interests and groups that are not strictly attached to the environmental field, such as 

corporations’ coalitions or social justice advocacy groups, are part of coalitions in France and 

not in the Australian case. In contrast, the Australian public space on biodiversity mostly 

involves environmental actors and some research groups that operate in the environmental 

sector. It is also important to notice that the three coalitions in France are embedded in 

discourses that give, to different extents, a certain level of consideration to biodiversity, namely 

social-ecological and ecological modernisation discourses. On the contrary, the two coalitions 

observed in the Australian context support antagonistic nature preservation and economic 

development discourses.  

 
140 Indigenous communities are not present in coalitions in France. This could be related to the narrow scope of my study 

which, for reasons of feasibility, does not involve overseas territories. 
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Such differences – relating to the fact that there is a greater plurality of actors that articulate 

their interests in the French public space than in the Australian one – are notably related to the 

strength of the environmental movement in each country. Environmental groups in Australia, 

but not in France, are self-sustaining enough to be ‘on their own’. On the one hand, French 

environmental groups must either converge with other ‘struggles’ (from a social-ecological 

perspective) – such as the historical class-based struggle still occurring in France – by 

associating themselves with powerful trade unions or by joining popular uprisings like the 

Gilets Jaunes (Yellow Vests) movement.141 On the other hand, environmental groups can be 

involved in corporatist coalitions or institutions with business corporations (from an ecological 

modernisation perspective), such as Act4Nature in order to have greater political presence 

among economic actors. In Australia, as we saw in the previous chapter, environmental groups 

are – numerically speaking (in terms of membership and budget) at least – more powerful than 

political parties, which potentially gives them a certain discursive autonomy from broader 

social movements (Chansigaud, 2017, Marsh & Miller, 2012). These differences between the 

two countries’ environmental movements are also related to more structural aspects that I will 

explain in Chapter 9. 

In terms of authenticity of the French public space, the significance of the three discourses that 

further biodiversity prioritisation constitutes an implicit agreement on recognising biodiversity 

loss as a major environmental problem that requires major political reform. Such agreement 

has characterised the broad consensus on the idea of ‘ecological transition’ among key actors 

in the French public space since at least the Grenelle de l’environnement in 2007. This broad 

consensus in the public space guarantees that discourses engage on the common challenge that 

biodiversity loss represents for human societies and thus marginalises a version of economic 

development discourse that either denies biodiversity loss or is sceptical about the urgency it 

represents. However, this broad consensus on the idea that there is a ‘problem’ (the importance 

of biodiversity loss) would have limited value if there was no conflict at all between competing 

discourses that have reached this consensus. Seen in this light, conflicts between the three 

competing discourses can help to characterise the nature and root causes of the ‘problem’ (e.g. 

emphasising the role of capitalism, productivism, techno-scientism or the hubris inherent in 

European ‘modern’ societies) and provide diverse sets of ‘solutions’ (e.g. adjusting the form 

and pace of ecological transition or transformation) to the problem. In Australia, the 

 
141 Indeed, the Yellow Vests movement has been welcomed and supported by most environmental groups. 
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prominence of ecocentric and economic development discourses produces a major antagonism 

in the public space. The disagreement is obvious when we compare the content of the former 

discourse, which favours the intrinsic value of ‘nature’ and the latter, which dismisses its value. 

This disagreement is reinforced by the lack of engagement and interaction between these two 

discourses and the weakness of the other two discourses in the public space on biodiversity. In 

this sense, biodiversity discourses in Australia do not engage with each other to reveal common 

concerns. Instead, they encourage further polarisation. This does not mean that authenticity is 

undermined: there could be an authentic disagreement between two irreconcilable discourses. 

However, if authenticity is assessed in relation to their interactions with the aim of recognising 

and solving a common problem such as biodiversity loss, the Australian public space on 

biodiversity scores low. Polarisation in relation to the very existence of a ‘problem’ with 

biodiversity, let alone the questions of ‘solutions’, does not constitute a fertile ground for 

interactions that might lead to some form of biodiversity reform. 

From a deliberative capacity perspective, the French public space remains more inclusive and 

authentic than the Australian one. In terms of inclusiveness, I have shown that the variety of 

significant discourses is greater in the French public space than the Australian one. Similarly, 

in terms of authenticity, I have demonstrated that the French public space continues to have a 

higher level of authenticity than the Australian public space. Significant discourses in France 

rely on multiple cross-sectoral coalitions that are engaged with each other on the grounds that 

biodiversity loss is an important issue. In contrast, the Australian public space is still 

characterised by a more adversarial discursive pattern, divided, in short, between pro- and, anti-

environment discourses with each side seeing the biodiversity issue in strategic terms and little 

or no engagement between the two sides. Evaluating the deliberative capacity of the public 

space alone is obviously an incomplete task. It is essential to study the public space along with 

the empowered space. 

7.3. Discourses in the empowered space 

I now analyse and compare the influence of the discourses in each empowered space by 

drawing on the two criteria of discursive presence and uptake that I presented in Table 3-5. 

According to these two criteria, discourses have different degrees of influence: marginal, 

significant, prominent or hegemonic. I first describe my assessment of the relative presence 

and uptake of discourses in each empowered space (inclusion). I then analyse the interactions 
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between discourses in each empowered space, starting with the French and finishing with the 

Australian case (authenticity). 

7.3.1. The pattern of competing discourses (inclusiveness) 

As for the public space, I first compare the two countries with regards to the presence and level 

of influence of biodiversity discourses in their respective empowered space for the period from 

2009 to 2019 and beyond. The following table (Table 7-3) sums up the presence and uptake of 

each discourse in the two contexts according to the timeframe studied. 

Table 7-3: Presence and uptake of discourses in the French and Australian empowered spaces (2009-
2019) 

 France Australia 

Ecocentric Marginal Marginal 

Social-ecological Significant Marginal 

Ecological modernisation Prominent Marginal 

Economic development Significant Prominent 

 

In France, ecological modernisation continues to be the most prominent discourse in the 

empowered space. This prominence has led to continuous environmental governance reforms 

at the national level with, for instance, the Charter for the Environment (2005) and the creation 

of the AFB; and at the international level with the support for the creation of a global 

environmental government (e.g. Global Pact for the Environment). Economic development and 

social-ecological discourses remain, to different extents, significant but are not at the forefront 

of government strategy and action. The former has weakened the regulatory line of ecological 

modernisation by pushing, more or less successfully, depending on the sectors, for market-

based or voluntary rather than regulatory mechanisms. For instance, advocates of conventional 

and export agriculture142 have managed to slow down the pace of conversion of French and 

European agricultural subsidies into agro-environmental subsidies. The latter subsidies account 

for only one-sixth of total agricultural subsidies, the remaining five-sixths going to 

conventional agriculture (Ministère de l'Agriculture et de l'Alimentation, 2016). The latter has 

significantly promoted the extension of the social and ecological roles of the French State143 

but has failed to profoundly transform the French economic and political systems. Finally, 

ecocentric discourse plays a critical role by contributing to awareness about the level of 

 
142 That heavily relies on pesticide and intensive monoculture. 
143 Guaranteeing the solidarity (or social justice) pact by collectively preventing and adapting to ecological uncertainties is a 

broad proposal of the social-ecological discourse. The parliamentary debate on ‘ecologising’ and ‘solidarising’ the 

Constitution and the law on duty of vigilance for ESR passed in 2017 are illustrations of this broad proposal. 
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ecological urgency and the radicality of the reforms needed to stop or reduce the pace of 

environmental destruction. However, this discourse has not been taken up in the French 

empowered space. 

The Australian empowered space remains characterised by the prominence of economic 

development discourse. This discourse even has a relative hegemony in the Australian 

empowered space with the prominence of ‘economic rationality’ above any other form of 

rationality. As a result, the Australian Government has failed to establish a strong, consistent 

and continuous environmental protection framework. The Australian empowered space is also 

characterised, to different degrees, by the marginality of the other three discourses, namely 

ecocentric, ecological modernisation and social-ecological discourses. Ecocentric discourse 

has helped to maintain political attention on specific environmental issues, such as the species 

extinction crisis or the protected areas system. However, apart from invasive species, an issue 

that is closely related to a combination of discourses rather than being ‘strictly’ ecocentric, 

none of these issues have seen a long-term sustained policy framework. Similarly, apart from 

historical or issue-specific examples, ecological modernisation has had little presence and 

uptake in the Australian empowered space. Finally, social-ecological discourse operates largely 

outside of formal institutions of the State. In practice, the prominence of the State’s 

categorisation in sectors or silos (e.g. the environment) has given little or no room to Indigenous 

conceptualisations of the environment that make connections between these sectors. 

In both France and Australia, the uptake of discourses shapes the way biodiversity is defined, 

its policy is framed and the extent to which it is prioritised within government strategy and 

action. The French public space is marked (and limited) by the prominence of some form of 

ecological modernisation and influenced by social-ecological and economic development 

discourses. On the contrary, economic development discourse is prominent in the Australian 

public space. Despite the prominence of one discourse in each empowered space, thus limiting 

the uptake of other discourses, there are additional significant discourses in the French 

empowered space but not in the Australian one. This suggests that the French empowered space, 

dominated by some form of ecological modernisation, is more inclusive than the Australian 

empowered space, which is dominated by economic development discourse. In other words, 

the prominence of ecological modernisation leaves some room for other discourses whereas 

economic development tends to have a more hegemonic (and therefore exclusive) position in 

government. 
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7.3.2. Discursive interaction and biodiversity prioritisation (authenticity) 

As seen in the previous section, the two empowered spaces have different discursive patterns. 

These different discursive patterns have major implications for the definition, framing and level 

and type of prioritisation of biodiversity occurring in each country. Here I evaluate and 

compare the extent to which the discursive pattern of each empowered space allows for 

interaction between discourses and contributes to either weak, medium or strong levels of 

biodiversity prioritisation (authenticity). 

Biodiversity and more broadly, environmental issues, have been a primary (but not central) 

question in the French broad political agenda with the ‘ecological transition’ framework the 

central narrative of French ecological modernisation advocates. This framework involves 

continuous investment in biodiversity sciences, strengthening of biodiversity conservation law 

and structuring of an inclusive environmental dialogue. In other words, the ecological transition 

narrative supports the relative stability of France shown on the budgetary, legal, institutional 

and knowledge frameworks on biodiversity that I described in Chapter 4. With the prominence 

this narrative in French politics, interactions between the four biodiversity discourses have been 

around the shape and pace of an ecological transition. For instance: how should an ecological 

transition be conducted, to what extent and at what rate and how can it be conducted equitably? 

Or who should be included in framing the transition? These questions touch on the internal 

contradictions of ecological modernisation discourse, particularly on the tension between a 

more market-based transition and a more regulatory transition. The former values incentives 

and sectoral responsibility and the latter is based on a strict application of the precautionary 

principle, on sound science and on the central role of the State in regulating the environmental 

impacts of sectoral activities. These contradictions are stimulated by the ideas, the critiques 

and propositions framed in the other three discourses. The French empowered space is 

therefore still marked by some interactions between competing discourses that shape an 

ecological transition differently, whether it is a slow and adaptive process that takes into 

account sectoral priorities (economic development) or a quick ‘metamorphosis’ of society that 

prioritises social and ecological values (ecocentric and social-ecological). This discursive 

pattern allows a balance of consensus and conflict between plural perspectives on the 

ecological transition or metamorphosis. 

In the period studied (2009-19 and beyond), the Australian empowered space was shown to be 

structured around the prominence of economic development discourse, exemplified by the 
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prominence of sectoral priorities and views above environmental concerns, the persistence of 

‘economy versus environment’ narrative and, broadly, a sustained disengagement of the 

Australian State in environmental matters and regulation. In discursive terms, there continues 

to be an obvious absence of consensus on the importance, or even the existence, of biodiversity 

in the Australian empowered space. In a sense, the Australian empowered space, apart from 

several inspiring initiatives such as Landcare, largely operates ‘in silos’, with limited or no 

connection between different sectors and portfolios (notably finance, or industrial sectors) and 

the environment. Consequently, the relationship between productive sectors and biodiversity 

questions is largely adversarial. In this landscape, despite maintaining a critical stance, 

discourses pushing for more environmental consideration play an often-marginal role unable 

to strongly challenge the prominence of economic development discourse. Such a discursive 

pattern – in which the prominent discourse neglects biodiversity loss or denies its urgency and 

in which competing discourses are marginal – does not provide a fertile ground for biodiversity 

prioritisation. Quite the opposite, the discursive pattern of the Australian empowered space 

confirms the low level of biodiversity prioritisation when it comes to securing the financial, 

legal, institutional and knowledge frameworks on biodiversity (Chapter 4). 

In summary, the discursive patterns of each empowered space have major implications for the 

possibility of interactions between discourses and the level of biodiversity prioritisation that 

can be achieved. In the French empowered space, biodiversity continues to benefit from a 

relative consensus on its definition, its value and on a certain level of prioritisation. In contrast, 

in the Australian empowered space, biodiversity remains a polarising issue as there is no 

agreement on the definition, values or prioritisation of biodiversity. Such polarisation makes 

biodiversity a relatively volatile issue that does not benefit from a sustained political attention 

and accompanying support alongside compared to economic perspectives.  

7.4. Conclusion 

In conclusion, between 2009 and 2019, public spaces in both France and Australia were marked 

by the presence of four discourses144 and empowered spaces in both countries were marked by 

some form of discursive institutionalisation. While this remains the case today, the two 

countries’ discursive settings are very different due to the relative presence of discourses in the 

two spaces. 

 
144 Ecocentric, social-ecological, ecological modernisation and economic development. 
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In France, the institutionalisation of ecological modernisation in the empowered space allows 

some interaction between discourses, notably social-ecological and economic development. 

However, these interactions are conditioned by the ecological transition framework. On the 

one hand, discursive interactions are facilitated by the ecological transition framework as it 

contributes to both understanding the economy and the environment as interdependent and 

enabling a slow integration of environmental concerns into core decision-making. On the other 

hand, ecological transition is arguably a moderate framework that inhibits more radical and 

structural changes (or ‘metamorphosis’, to use the language of the 2010 NBS) that might lead 

towards an ecological society. In other words, while the consensus around ecological transition 

is a necessary condition for productive discursive interaction in the French empowered space, 

it is only beneficial to the French deliberative system if it is challenged by more transformative 

discourses in both the public and the empowered space.  

In Australia, economic development discourse is still the only institutionalised discourse in the 

empowered space. Inherent in economic development discourse, the negation of either 

biodiversity loss or the urgency that it implies provides limited opportunity for discursive 

interactions to occur. As a result, competing discourses enter debates about environmental 

issues in adversarial terms as they must first challenge the assumption from mainstream 

economic discourses that systematically separate the environment and the economy. This 

situation is highly problematic, as the antagonism between discourses both in the public and 

the empowered spaces does not lead to any significant biodiversity reform. 

In sum, both for the period studied (2009-19) and beyond, the French discursive setting can be 

said to be characterised by a relative consensus on the problem of biodiversity loss and conflict 

over solutions. To a certain extent, institutionalised ecological modernisation discourse is both 

enriched and criticised by competing discourses in both spaces. Within the same timeframe, 

the Australian discursive setting has been shown to be marked by an obvious polarisation due 

to the prominence of two antagonistic discourses in both the public and empowered spaces, 

resulting in systematic adversarial interactions between discourses. Consequently, the French 

discursive setting constitutes a more fertile soil for biodiversity prioritisation than the 

Australian one. How do we explain such differences between the discursive setting of the two 

countries? Part of the answer to this question resides in transmission mechanisms, which are 

the causal processes by which discourses are transmitted from the public to the empowered 

space. The next chapter aims to describe how transmission occurs in the two countries. The 
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next chapter also investigates accountability mechanisms, which enable those in the public 

space to check the actions and decisions of those in the empowered space. 
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Chapter 8. Transmission and accountability  

8.1. Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I outlined two major characteristics in the discursive settings on 

biodiversity of France and Australia: the unequal presence of four discourses in the public 

space of the two countries and the prominence (institutionalisation) of a different discourse145 

in each country’s empowered space. In this chapter, I aim to explain these characteristics by 

exploring causal mechanisms that allow certain discourses to be transmitted to the empowered 

space (transmission). I also compare existing tools that allow actors in the public space to hold 

their respective empowered space to account (accountability). This chapter addresses two main 

questions: 

(1) In each country, what mechanisms allow biodiversity discourses to be transmitted from 

the public space to the empowered space? 

(2) In each country, what mechanisms allow actors from the public space to keep those in 

the empowered space accountable? 

As I show in this chapter, transmission, which looks very different in France and Australia, 

seems to be a more important factor of difference between the two countries than accountability, 

which seems relatively similar in both cases. The section on transmission is therefore longer 

than the section on accountability. I first present the methods I have used to describe and assess 

transmission and accountability. Second, I compare transmission mechanisms in each country. 

Finally, I describe and analyse accountability mechanisms in each country. 

8.2. Methods 

My evaluation of transmission and accountability is based on how different mechanisms allow 

discourses to be transmitted in the deliberative system or induce some forms of accountability. 

As I explained in section 2.4.2, I do not restrict my analysis to institutional deliberative 

mechanisms. Instead, I include in my analysis non-deliberative mechanisms such as protests, 

strikes or court cases, as they can have an impact on the deliberative capacity of the system. 

For instance, they can increase the visibility of marginalised issues, reinforce the visibility of 

prominent issues, give a voice to marginalised interests and discourses, or force governments 

 
145 Ecological modernisation in France and economic development in Australia. 
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to account for detrimental (or lack of) actions and policies (Curato, 2015, Dryzek, 2005, Dryzek, 

2013). 

While in some circumstances, transmission and accountability overlap, 146  I analyse 

transmission and accountability separately. I describe below the methods I use for transmission 

mechanisms and then for accountability mechanisms. 

8.2.1. Transmission mechanisms 

To assess transmission mechanisms, I combine two dimensions: the degree of inclusion (of 

discourses) and the degree of effectiveness (policy and/or institutional change and 

development). By combining these two dimensions, I obtain four categories of transmission 

mechanisms: (1) weak exclusive, (2) strong exclusive, (3) weak inclusive and (4) strong 

inclusive. Table 8-1 outlines the characteristics of the four categories of transmission 

mechanisms. The first category, weak exclusive, implies that marginalised interests are not 

included and that policy/institutional change does not occur. The second category, strong 

exclusive, describes mechanisms that allow a narrow range of concerns but provide some 

policy and institutional change. The third category, weak inclusive, describes mechanisms that 

include a wide range of interests but provide no or limited policy and institutional change. The 

fourth category, strong inclusive, implies that all interests are included and that policy and 

institutional change occurs. 

Table 8-1: Assessment of transmission mechanisms (inclusion and effectiveness) 

Degree of effectiveness 

 

Degree of inclusion 

Weak Strong 

Low inclusion 
(1) Weak exclusive 

mechanism 

(2) Strong exclusive 

mechanism 

High inclusion 
(3) Weak inclusive 

mechanism 

(4) Strong inclusive 

mechanism 

 

I assess six different transmission mechanisms: struggles, media and policy campaigning, 

lobbying, corporatist institutions, election campaigning and global environmental institutions. 

Below, I define and explain each of the six transmission mechanisms and outline how I assess 

them with regards to the four categories of Table 8-1. 

 
146 For instance, elections or global environmental institutions are used by multiple actors for both transmission of concerns 

and to force governments to give account for their actions and decisions on biodiversity. 
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Struggles 

Struggles usually occur in a situation of domination by one actor or group of actors on other 

actors or groups of actors when the ‘dominated’ groups resist against policies, norms, or actions 

imposed by the dominating group and offer alternative perspectives and scenarios. Struggles 

are sometimes anchored in and theorised around civil disobedience. Some researchers argue 

that struggles (and, more broadly, civil disobedience) are the essence of democracy if they 

represent claims of general (rather than private or exclusive) interest such as increasing 

democratic, social, or environmental rights (Ogien & Laugier, 2010). Struggles are 

mechanisms that can facilitate the expression and transmission of marginalised concerns (e.g. 

local communities affected by a large-scale development project) and alert the public to the 

behaviour of the State or powerful interests. In a practical sense, struggles often involve 

symbolic actions, such as the illegal occupation of a land, territory or building. Regarding 

biodiversity, struggles usually occur over ‘development’ projects that are contested for their 

negative social and environmental impacts. Famous historical struggles that are landmarks in 

French and Australian environmental political history respectively include the blockades 

against the extension of a military camp in the Larzac between 1971 and 1981 and against the 

construction of a dam on the Franklin river in Tasmania in 1983. These two struggles 

respectively contributed to the birth of the French alterglobalist movement out of a convergence 

between the peasant and ecological movements and to a halt in the construction of large-scale 

dams in Tasmania (Hutton & Connors, 1999, Terral, 2011). Today, such struggles play a role 

in framing biodiversity concerns and improving the visibility of biodiversity issues. To 

compare the two countries, I describe the most mentioned struggles in the media, their main 

goals, narratives and impacts and provide some information on the institutional and discursive 

support that is behind these struggles. 

Media and policy campaigning 

Media and policy campaigning is a primary mechanism used by a broad range of actors, at 

times in direct relation to these specific struggles and at other times involving more abstract 

concerns147 or proposing a specific policy or set of policies.148 I compare the most prominent 

campaigns on biodiversity in the media and outside the media (e.g. more direct campaigning 

targeting actors in the empowered space) in France and Australia. To this end, I describe the 

 
147 E.g. awareness raising on biodiversity loss or some aspect of it. 
148 E.g. strengthening regulation/mitigation of pressures on biodiversity. 
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type of campaigns, their main messages and the actors or coalition of actors behind them. I 

then discuss their effective reception in the empowered space and interpret what this implies 

in terms of transmission. 

Lobbying 

I distinguish lobbying, which maintains a permanent presence in and influence on government, 

from policy and media campaigning, which is a more temporary and focused mechanism. 

Lobbying can facilitate transmission by, for instance, deepening the knowledge available or 

bringing multiple perspectives to the framing of a particular issue, or by increasing the visibility 

of issues that are, like biodiversity loss, of public interest. Formal lobbying practices, such as 

political campaigns or meetings, can be inclusive, transparent, regulated and sometimes 

contribute to the transmission of marginalised discourses or issues. In contrast, for at least three 

reasons, transmission through lobbying can obstruct other forms of transmission of a wider 

range of interest. First, lobbying includes very complex and sophisticated forms of influence 

to decision-making that are almost never transparent, regulated or materially accessible for 

every actor and discourse. This is particularly the case for informal lobbying practices, when, 

for instance, lobbyists invite decision makers to social events such as lunches or drinks 

(Transparency International France, 2019). Second, there are numerous practices that facilitate 

lobbying and blur the boundary between public and private interests and thus undermine the 

public interest.149 These practices can consist of actors from the private sector occupying 

positions in the public sector including persons who have held political office and vice versa. 

Finally, interest groups are not all equal when it comes to lobbying as lobbying practices 

require major material, financial and organisational capacity. Such conditions obviously 

exclude groups that do not have sufficient material resources and therefore potentially make 

lobbying an exclusive and obstructive practice. 

One way to evaluate the extent to which lobbying practices facilitate transmission on 

biodiversity is through comparing the characteristics of lobbying practices affecting 

biodiversity policies in each country and the extent to which these practices are inclusive (in 

the sense that they reflect plural discourses), transparent and regulated. To do so, I first describe 

formal and informal lobbying activity impacting biodiversity policy that occurs in France and 

 
149 For instance, revolving doors between industry and government, while not being considered as lobbying practices per se, 

facilitate particular forms of lobbying and specific interests (e.g. those who move from industry to government presumably 

increase reception to lobbying and those who move from government to industry make effective lobbyists). 
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Australia. This includes the interests represented, their organisational capacity, their position 

on biodiversity issues and their impact in policy development processes. I then briefly describe 

the level of regulation of lobbying activities in the two countries. 

Corporatist institutions 

In contrast with lobbying, which influences government from the outside (public space), 

corporatist institutions involve integrating organized interests into empowered space. However, 

corporatist institutions, like lobbying, also tend to blur the frontier between the public and the 

empowered space. Institutions that are designed on a corporatist model involve participants 

from different sectors, discourses and often competing interests. These institutions are a 

collaborative tool to design policies or strategies based on a relative consensus between the 

participants. Instead of describing multiple corporatist institutions, which I have partially done 

in the Chapter 5 and Chapter 6, I illustrate the differences between the two countries by 

describing the design of the 2009-2010 NBS in the two countries, a process that I have analysed 

in depth. 

Election campaigning 

Elections are moments of transmission since citizens are given the opportunity to favour 

competing discourses and their supporting parties. Despite proposals for making elections more 

deliberative, notably through citizens’ involvement in deliberative processes (Gastil, 2000), 

current electoral processes in liberal democracies are marked by domination by symbolic 

appeals (rather than by the confrontation of ideas and arguments); the power of money on 

election outcomes; and the use of prejudice in the quest for electoral support (Rosanvallon, 

2020). In terms of the power of money, in many contexts, elections are often subject to elite 

manipulation that is characterised by a strong correlation between financial interests and 

election outcomes (a phenomenon that is particularly well illustrated in Cagé, 2018). The 

transmission capacity of electoral mechanisms is undermined by the unequal financial, material 

and institutional capacities of different interest groups or the structural disengagement of the 

classes populaires (poorer parts of society often labelled ‘working class’ or ‘lower classes’) 

from electoral processes (Alvaredo et al., 2018, Pinçon & Pincon-Charlot, 2017, Rancière, 

2005, Sartre, 1973).150 In sum, elections can constitute transmission mechanisms, but can, like 

 
150 In Sartre’s words, elections are ‘pièges à cons’ (traps for ‘bloody idiots’) as their competitive and anonymous nature 

guarantee the fragmentation of solidarities. 
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lobbying, also obstruct other forms of transmission when they favour only certain interests. To 

estimate the effectiveness and inclusion of elections as transmission mechanisms in the two 

countries, I describe and compare those factors, in each country’s election, that constitute 

limitations and opportunities for transmission. 

Global environmental institutions and events 

Global environmental institutions and events represent opportunities for actors in the public 

space to raise matters at the international level in order to give more visibility to issues that are 

poorly or not sufficiently considered at the national level. Such opportunities can increase 

transmission at the national level, albeit indirectly. Instead of considering all global 

environmental institutions, I focus on the CBD, arguably the primary institution for global 

biodiversity governance. I use some elements of the participation of French and Australian 

actors in the two most recent CBD COPs to illustrate the ways global environmental institutions 

are used as transmission mechanisms. 

8.2.2. Accountability mechanisms 

Some conceptions of accountability insist on sanctioning or punishing those in the empowered 

space when they do not meet their citizens’ expectations, by for instance, removing them from 

office in elections (Przeworski et al., 1999). In a different way, Chambers defines 

accountability as the act of ‘giving an account of something, that is, publicly articulating, 

explaining and most importantly, justifying public policy’ (Chambers, 2003: 308). In other 

words, accountability is an opportunity for actors in the empowered space (e.g. the government) 

to justify their actions or decisions to others in the empowered space (e.g. the Parliament, the 

party or parties in opposition) and to the broader public (Parry, 2016b). This opportunity can 

be compulsory when the government is periodically required to justify its actions or decisions. 

This is the case for electoral cycles, in which the party in government must periodically face 

the electoral verdict and potentially be replaced by the opposition. Accountability can also 

occur in less obvious, systematic and compulsory ways. For this less sanctioning form of 

accountability, Mansbridge (2009) distinguishes narrative accountability from deliberative 

accountability. Narrative accountability implies a one-way process that engages a government 

to justify its actions or decisions. Narrative accountability can occur in a press conference open 

to questions from representatives of the public space (e.g. journalists and NGOs). In contrast, 

deliberative accountability is a two-way process in which all actors – the government, the 

opposition and the broader public – ask questions and give answers. Deliberative accountability 



   

155 

can take the form of deliberative assemblies in which those in the empowered space engage in 

a two-way deliberation with representatives of the broader public (e.g. NGOs or randomly-

selected citizens). Clearly, deliberative accountability implies a more substantial process than 

narrative accountability. Table 8-2 outlines the main differences between the two (narrative 

and deliberative) forms of accountability. 

Table 8-2: Forms of accountability 

 Narrative accountability Deliberative accountability 

Type of Communication One-way Two-way 

Impact Never has any major consequence Induces change if necessary 

 

I analyse accountability occurring in different mechanisms that are sometimes, though not 

always, linked to transmission. These mechanisms include elections, periodic environmental 

reviews and global environmental institutions. Alongside their transmission role approached in 

the previous section, elections are also an opportunity to pass judgement on the government of 

the day. Periodic environmental reviews (e.g. SoEs, OECD environmental performance 

reviews) can also involve citizens’ input and oblige governments to justify their actions (or 

lack of action) and decisions on biodiversity. Global environmental institutions and events 

represent mechanisms for some actors in the public space to keep governments accountable. 

The next section presents a summary of the results by emphasizing the comparative perspective 

so that key similarities and differences between the two countries are outlined. 

8.3. Transmission 

As noted in the methods section, I evaluate transmission based on two broad criteria of 

inclusion and impact on policy and institutions. This section describes and compares each 

mechanism and its transmission capacity in each country. 

8.3.1. Struggles 

If the two countries are marked by environmental struggles related to biodiversity, such as 

some form of land occupation, the situation in each country differs. I choose to focus on one 

struggle in each case, the struggle against an airport in Notre-Dame-des-Landes (NDDL) in the 

French case and the struggle over the Carmichael mine project in the Australian case. These 

two struggles have in common the fact that they are the most-mentioned struggles in my 

biodiversity media analysis on biodiversity. Therefore, although the conclusions I draw from 
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these two struggles are limited to these two struggles, these struggles reflect broader 

characteristics of the transmission capacity of struggles in each country. I first describe the 

French case, then the Australian and finally compare the two. 

In France, convergence, ‘archipelago’ and culture of struggles 

In France, aside from the broad campaign against pesticides in agriculture, 151  the most 

significant recent struggle over biodiversity is unquestionably that against the construction of 

an airport in NDDL, near Nantes in north-west of France. Instead of the construction of the 

airport, partisans of the struggle advocated for the conservation of local and cultivated 

biodiversity (notably the bocage) and for the right to experimental ways of living based on 

reciprocal relationships between the land and all its inhabitants (Coutant, 2014, Descola, 2019, 

Latour, 2017, Pruvost, 2017). Thanks to the convergence of multiple concerns on the ground,152 

the NDDL has been celebrated as a pilot struggle for the future of French environmental politics. 

Descola even considers the NDDL struggle as ‘a democratic experiment as original as the 

Commune of Paris’ in 1871 (Descola, 2019: 1). After 9 years of occupation that began in 2009, 

the NDDL struggle resulted in the airport project being abandoned. More importantly the 

struggle led to the creation of a new repertoire of political actions. Indeed, the NDDL struggle 

has been a laboratory of what has now become a dense network (an ‘archipelago’) of many 

zones à défendre (ZAD), ‘zones to defend’, against grands projets inutiles et imposés (GPII), 

‘unnecessary imposed mega projects’. As a representative of another struggle, against the 

Europa City project153 put it: 

Since NDDL, we have created a space for dialogue between all resistance actions against 

the exploitation of the living, an inter-struggle assembly, whose principal aim is to value and 

make the interests of the people that live on the land converge (Interview Representative of 

Europa City struggle 23/08/2018). 

This quote shows that the different ZADs do not operate in isolation from each other. They 

cultivate horizontal154 and vertical155 transmission. These interconnected struggles have led to 

a culture of struggle, named zadisme, which consists in the systematic symbolic, legal and 

territorial occupation of sites that have local, non-utilitarian and universal importance to protect 

 
151 The campaign against pesticides sometimes resort to spectacular demonstration, but never involved methods such as land 

occupation and civil disobedience strategically used in NDDL and other struggling sites. 
152 Local, social, environmental, agricultural, scientific and political actors developed closed ties during the NDDL struggle. 
153 The struggle against Europa City project, a commercial and recreational centre in the North of Paris, proposes, instead, to 

plan an alternative agro-ecological project, named KARMA, aiming to reinforce the ‘green agricultural belt’ around Paris. 
154 Between different struggling territories notably through common strategic mapping, exchange of strategies. 
155 To the empowered space. 



   

157 

from the ‘merchandisation’ and ‘standardisation’ of the living world. The abandonment of 

NDDL airport project has initiated a wave cancellation of other similar contested large-scale 

‘development’ projects. For instance, NDDL has been used as an example by the government 

to justify the ongoing wave of abandonment of ‘outdated’ development projects such as the 

Europa City commercial centre, the A45 motorway and Roybon tourist park (Larramée de 

Tanneberg, 2019). These struggles are an important transmission tool for ecological collapse, 

ecological solidarity and (to a lesser extent) ecological modernisation discourses, as they offer 

alternative scenarios to top-down development projects by associating local, social and 

environmental aspirations with planetary concerns. However, transmission via struggles is 

limited by the State, which reacts particularly violently against the ZADs. An interviewee from 

the anti-nuclear dump ZAD at Bure pointed out this contradiction: 

We must inhabit and increase the population density of rural and urban areas subject to 

‘development projects’, notably through the ZADs. At the same time, we are facing legal 

tyranny from the state that uses ‘criminal conspiracy’ and other legal procedures facilitated 

by the ongoing State of Emergency 156  (Interview Representative of the Bure struggle 

23/08/2018). 

The interviewee and multiple representatives from other ZADs outlined the systematic 

oppression they face through police and legal harassment. Police harassment peaked in 2014 

with the police murder of Rémi Fraisse, a botanist and environmental activist, at Sivens ZAD 

and in the 2018 war-type police intervention against NDDL zadistes that led to several people 

being mutilated for life157 (Coutant, 2014, Pruvost, 2017). Therefore, even when struggles 

succeed in transmitting multiple concerns to the empowered space, they can come at huge 

human cost considering the reluctance and sometimes violent reaction of the State. 

In Australia, between environmental and cultural struggles 

In Australia, until recently, the relationships between environmental and Indigenous struggles 

did not form a coherent and organised network of resistance against extractive projects 

(Christoff, 2016). Indeed, as I noted in previous chapters, these struggles were largely separated. 

However, a recent struggle against the planned Carmichael coal mine in Queensland, known 

as the Adani coal mine,158 represents a major opportunity for transmission. While the struggle 

 
156 Following the Paris attacks in 2015, the French government established State of Emergency until 2017, partially merging 

with ordinary law in 2018 and reactivated in 2020 with the COVID-19. State of Emergency facilitates expeditious 

procedures, surveillance mechanisms and police interventions. 
157 By the extensive use of grenades and flash-balls. 
158 Adani being the company proposing the mine project. 
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against the Adani coal mine is mainly based on climate change claims,159 there are multiple 

references to the direct (e.g. habitat destruction) and indirect (e.g. water extraction) threats that 

these projects represent for threatened species or specific ecosystems. As an interviewee from 

the Australian Earth Alliance put it: 

Adani has been chosen as a symbol to show the weaknesses of current environmental laws 

(Interview Australian Earth Alliance 27/03/2018). 

Indeed, the struggle against the Adani mine refers to multiple aspects of the weakness of the 

environmental legal framework that I detailed in Chapter 4. Among these weaknesses, the 

opponents of the Adani mine project point out the lack of conservation of threatened species. 

For instance, the yakka skink and the ornamental snake, two species listed as ‘vulnerable’ under 

both federal160 and Queensland legislation,161 are at risk with the Adani mine project (De 

Gabriele et al., 2019). Beside these environmental claims, the Adani mine project constitutes a 

threat to a land subject to a native title claim by Wangan and Jagalingou people (Wangan & 

Jagalingou Family Council, 2019). The Wangan and Jagalingou people have actively contested 

the mine project and denounced the state and federal authorities that support it. This long-term 

struggle has multiple components, including media presence, legal action,162 and actions on the 

ground. On the latter point, the Wangan and Jagalingou have recently started a ‘cultural 

sovereignty camp’ on the mine site (Wangan & Jagalingou Family Council, 2019). While this 

case represents an experiment in articulating discourses and concerns against an extractive 

project, at the time of writing, the Carmichael coal mine project is still proceeding with multi-

level government approval and support, though with major financial obstacles. Therefore, this 

highlights the fact that the most prominent environmental struggle in Australia, which 

mobilises various aspects of biodiversity and associated discourses,163 has not (yet) induced 

changes in governmental environmental practices. 

In comparison: struggles in France and Australia 

In sum, struggles play a major role in transmission as they can be practical illustrations of more 

general principles embedded in biodiversity discourses and opportunities to point out gaps 

between policies and implementation. In France, these struggles are structured and organised 

 
159 Coalmining being a major contributor to Australian CO2 emissions. 
160 EPBC Act. 
161 Nature Conservation Act. 
162 Notably on Native Title and water protection. 
163 Nature preservation and decolonising nature. 
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around the zadiste movement, which involves a dense network of territorial struggles that 

mutualise concerns, discourses, strategies, tools and political imaginaries. As a result, they are 

major mechanisms for transmission of local, social and environmental concerns against top-

down ‘development’ projects authorised and sometimes initiated or supported by the State. The 

zadiste movement has helped to set a precedent in stopping, at least temporarily, the progress 

of large scale ‘development’ projects that do not consider local, social and environmental 

concerns. In Australia, struggles occur but are not as systematic as in France. In that sense, 

unlike struggles in France, they do not form a structured network with a common set of 

strategies and locally-anchored discourses that can systematically oppose top-down 

development projects, which are typically anchored in economic development. In terms of 

outcomes, struggles in Australia have not yet contributed to a change in environmental 

practices of the government, which continues to (legally, politically and financially) support 

environmentally destructive projects such as the Carmichael mine. In sum, the use of struggles 

is inclusive in both contexts, as it connects local issues to broad national and global concerns. 

However, when it comes to effectiveness, the impact of struggles is more obvious in France 

than in Australia. 

8.3.2. Media and policy campaigning 

I evaluate the deliberative impact of media and policy campaigning in two ways. I first describe 

and analyse the most prominent media and policy campaigns in France, then in Australia. I 

focus on the type of actors behind these campaigns, the main narratives, the echo of the 

campaigns in the empowered space and what this implies for transmission. Finally, I compare 

the two countries regarding transmission through media and policy mechanisms. 

In France, plural coalitions, prominence of science and calls for radical change 

In the French context, I analysed broad campaigns conducted between 2009 and 2019 and 

beyond on three specific biodiversity-related issues: chemical pesticide use and regulation; the 

call for an ecological Constitution; and the law on the vigilance duty of corporate ESR. The 

three campaigns share many characteristics: coalitions involving a broad range of actors from 

the public and empowered spaces; the prominence of references to science; a dramatic tone 

(social and ecological urgency); and calls for radical (rather than incremental) transformations. 
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I illustrate the characteristics of these campaigns on the pesticide front, where a great variety 

of interconnected actors have led an ‘alter-pesticide’ campaign.164 First, a coalition of farmers, 

beekeepers and environmental NGOs led the media campaign ‘Abeilles, sentinelles de la 

biodiversité’ (Bees, sentinels of biodiversity) to alert the public about the dramatic loss of wild 

and domesticated biodiversity predominantly attributed to chemically-intensive monoculture. 

The coalition’s claims have been transmitted to the empowered space by the Comité de soutien 

pour les abeilles et les apiculteurs165 (Support committee for bees and beekeepers), which 

gathers 180 MPs from multiple political parties. This committee engages its members to 

support decisions that promote the regulation and mitigation of threats to wild and domesticated 

pollinators. Second, complementing this coalition, major research centres such as the MNHN 

or the ONB have sharply criticised the lack of action against the threats of the ongoing 

biodiversity ‘collapse’, notably the harm caused by the conventional agricultural model. For 

instance, the MNHN published a manifesto in 2018 called ‘Quel futur sans nature ?’ (What 

future without nature?). Similarly, the last reports on the state of biodiversity co-published by 

the AFB and ONB – ‘Menaces sur le vivant, quand la nature ne peut plus suivre’ (Threats to 

the living, when nature cannot cope anymore) in 2018 and ‘Pourquoi la biodiversité disparaît ?’ 

(Why is biodiversity disappearing?) in 2019 – sharply criticised the current pursuit of 

destructive agricultural practices. In its introduction, the 2018 report stated: 

For how much longer will we hear birds’ songs in the French countryside? The catastrophic 

scenario that could see the disappearance of birds from French rural landscapes could soon 

not belong to the realm of science fiction (AFB & ONB, 2018: 2). 

Research centres in France, have played a major role in calling for a fundamental 

transformation of economic sectors to respond to the ongoing biodiversity collapse. Third, a 

group of citizens called ‘Nous voulons des coquelicots !’ (We want poppies!), endorsed by the 

Confédération Paysanne and multiple town and city councils, 166  calls for a progressive but 

rapid ban on all chemical pesticides and herbicides in agriculture. The coquelicots publicise 

their monthly decentralised protests in front of each city council. Some municipalities known 

as Communes sans pesticides (Municipalities without pesticides), including a few big cities 

like Grenoble, have now joined the movement and officially declared a total ban of chemical 

 
164 As I briefly explained earlier, the alter-pesticide campaign cannot be entirely qualified as a struggle. First, it does not 

(yet) involve civil disobedience or illegal land occupation. Second, it is a plural campaign that has a more precise 

prescription (ban the use of pesticides in agriculture), compared to the revolutionary narratives cultivated in the ZADs. 
165 This committee was initiated in 2010 by beekeepers’ unions UNAF and Fédération Française des Apiculteurs Français 

(FFAP) and environmental NGOs with Générations Futures, LPO and Agir pour l’Environnement. 
166 This group gathers more than one million people at the time of writing. This number is growing quickly though. 
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pesticides in their territory. The mayors of some of these municipalities have been taken to 

administrative court by the sub-regional (départemental) executive power (préfectures) for 

going beyond their Constitutional powers. The very mediatised court cases have not yet led to 

the mayors’ condemnation by the court, setting a precedent by both allowing municipalities to 

overstep their Constitutional mandate and forcing the national government to respond to the 

‘revolt’ by increasing pesticide regulation. This broad and diverse ‘alter-pesticide’ campaign 

is largely embedded in the discourses of ecological collapse and ecological solidarity as well 

as in a regulatory version of ecological modernisation. In response, the majoritarian farmers’ 

union, the FNSEA, has recently started a campaign to denounce constant ‘agribashing’, arguing 

that campaigns against pesticides blame individual farmers for using pesticides. Yet, in contrast 

with the FNSEA’s claims, all the campaigns on pesticide regulation I have analysed call for a 

shift of governmental funding schemes and policies to help paysans in transitioning towards 

agro-ecological practices. The FNSEA’s campaign can thus be interpreted as a reaction against 

the growing unpopularity of the agricultural model – which relies heavily on pesticides – it 

defends at the expense of other available models (e.g. agriculture paysanne and organic 

farming).167 

To sum up, prominent media and policy campaigns in France continues to combine plural 

coalitions across both public and empowered spaces,168 the prominence of references to science, 

a dramatic tone, and calls for radical transformations. In the empowered space, these campaigns 

benefit from the support of MPs’ coalitions, such as ‘Support committee for bees and 

beekeepers’ or the coalition ‘Accelerate ecological and solidary transition’,169 which promote 

receptivity to transmission of environmental concerns in the empowered space. By ensuring 

public support, scientific consensus and sufficient support in the empowered space, these media 

 
167 Another emblematic ‘reacting’ media campaign is the recent campaign led by the hunter’s federation (Fédération 

Nationale des Chasseurs) in 2018 entitled ‘Chasseurs, Premiers écologistes de France’ (Hunters, First French ecologists), 

involving notably large-scale posters in Paris subway. 
168 There is a broad coalition of actors behind the ‘Call for an Ecological Constitution’ and behind the law on vigilance duty. 

For the former, Appel pour une Constitution écologique, Call for an ecological Constitution, involves environmental NGOs 

such as Notre Affaire à Tous, 350.org; FNE, FNH, Pollinis, LPO or Surfrider foundation, coalitions for the environment 

such as Science Po Environnement (students’ association for the environment) and Les Ecomaires (Mayors for the 

Environment), agroecological NGOs such as Nature et Progrès, Terre de Liens, or Colibris, international fair trade 

associations such as Fairtrade, Artisans du Monde, civil rights groups such as France Liberté, animal rights activists 

regrouped in L214 and global solidarity networks such as Coordination SUD.  

For the latter, the Forum Citoyen pour la Responsabilité Sociale des Entreprises (RES) includes environmental NGOs such 

as FNH, WWF, FoE, Greenpeace, FNE, civil rights groups like LDH, Sherpa and Amnesty International, the main unions 

CGT and CFDT, independent media with Alternatives Economiques and international solidarity organisations with Oxfam, 

Aitec, CRID. 
169 The coalition Accelerate ecological and solidary transition, made of 135 deputies (National Assembly) from most 

political parties from the Communist party (e.g. André Chassaigne) to LREM (e.g. Cédric Villani), is a place of consensus-

building and exchange of ideas around ecological transition that sometimes leads to or supports policy proposals such as the 

Constitutionalising of ecology. 
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and policy campaigns, without revolutionising biodiversity policy, help maintain political 

attention on biodiversity issues and allow some policies and reforms to go ahead between 

electoral cycles no matter which party/parties form the government of the day. 

In Australia, coexistence of plural campaigns but limited inclusion and impact 

In Australia in the period studied (2009-19 and up until the present day), there have been 

multiple coexisting campaigns on different aspects of biodiversity issues that share the same 

modus operandi, namely a starting coalition of actors from the same sector, building public 

support, notably through media campaigns and protests and using different entrance points, 

such as parliamentary inquiries to transmit concerns to the empowered space. Let me illustrate 

this with two major media campaigns on biodiversity issues: the species extinction crisis and 

environmental governance reform. 

The species extinction crisis campaign is still strongly supported by the biggest Australian 

ENGOs such as the ACF and TWS. For instance, a document called ‘Fast-tracking extinction’ 

was co-published by the ACF, WWF Australia, TWS and University of Queensland in 2018 to 

inform the public on the ongoing ‘extinction crisis’ and advocate for a reform of Australian 

conservation regulation and institutions such as by the creation of an independent 

environmental protection authority and the development of bioregional plans. Symbolic 

species such as the koala, the spot-tailed quoll, and the Tasmanian devil have been used to both 

alert the public to and illustrate that the ‘Australian identity’ of these unique species, is ‘at stake’ 

in this crisis. Parliamentary committees have maintained political attention on the faunal 

extinction crisis, notably through a Senate inquiry involving all parties from different states. 

This inquiry has involved a large consultation of stakeholders from different sectors. This 

campaign, however, has, at the time of writing, not led to institutional reform, apart from the 

creation of a Threatened Species Commissioner, who is only meant to inform the government 

on this issue but has no influence on decision-making and no formal power to highlight critical 

issues. 

Alongside the focus on threatened species, multiple ENGOs and researchers, organised around 

the PYL Alliance, have led a broad media campaign advocating for national-scale 

environmental policy reform, notably calling for democratic reforms that would enhance 

transparency around lobbying practices and more participatory and deliberative mechanisms 

to include more diverse voices in environmental policymaking. However, this campaign has 
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not been endorsed by actors outside the environmental sector, such as national research 

institutes, corporate alliances or government agencies, and this has weakened the campaign’s 

substance, visibility and expected outcomes. Thus, the environmental reform campaign, even 

if designed in an ecological modernisation fashion, has not yet resulted in institutional change. 

The two campaigns continue to mobilise actors from the environmental sector, largely 

separated from other sectors. For instance, despite some degree of inclusion of Indigenous 

concerns in the ACF’s campaign to reform environmental governance, there is still no 

established common campaign between environmental groups and Indigenous groups. 

Environmental groups have not publicly supported the call for Indigenous sovereignty 

embedded in the Uluru statement and there is only a limited form of inclusion of Indigenous 

concerns in the framing of the two environmental campaigns I elaborated on above. 

Biodiversity campaigns have nonetheless reached the empowered space through parliamentary 

inquiries, but have hardly contributed to any institutional change at the time of writing, apart 

from marginal changes in the campaign on threatened species. 

In comparison: media and policy-campaigning in France and Australia 

In sum, the two countries’ media and policy landscapes on biodiversity look very different in 

terms of type of actors involved and their narratives and impact in the empowered space. First, 

in terms of actors, the French media and policy campaigns on biodiversity involve a great 

plurality of actors and a high level of interconnection between these actors that often come 

together in temporary or permanent policy coalitions. These coalitions are embedded in 

ecological collapse, ecological solidarity and ecological modernisation discourses. In contrast, 

in Australia, environmental groups continue to play a major role in framing media and policy 

campaigns on biodiversity. It is thus not surprising that one major campaign focuses 

exclusively on environmental aspects of the species extinction crisis, particularly on certain 

symbolic species. If we focus on the media only, the French media landscape is still 

characterised both by the prominence of scientists and by complementary coalitions, whereas 

the Australian media landscape is marked by sectoral coalitions. These contrasting media 

landscapes echo both a similar study on the media landscape of climate change (Asayama et 

al., 2017)170 and the discursive landscape of the public space of each country that I described 

 
170 The authors distinguish two coalitions that form a continuum in France, ‘political ecology network’ and the ‘green growth 

expert circle’, and two opposing coalitions in Australia, namely the ‘fossil fuel lobby coalition’ and the ‘sustainable 

economy network’. 
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in Chapter 5, Chapter 6 and Chapter 7. Second, in terms of narrative, the prominent narratives 

in France push for a major societal change, a ‘bifurcation’, as I illustrated with the ‘after-

pesticides’ or ‘alter-pesticides’ campaigns. In Australia, narratives of prominent policy and 

media campaigns deal with changing environmental governance, rather than societal change, 

as in the French case. Finally, in terms of effectiveness, media and policy campaigns on 

biodiversity have produced more significant results in France (with some degree of institutional 

change) than in Australia, which has not yet seen major institutional change. This difference is 

notably due to the presence of actors from the empowered space in large coalitions in France, 

such as cross-partisan coalitions of MPs or other elected representatives that promote 

receptivity to transmission of environmental concern. Such a presence is not evident, or only 

in marginal ways, in the Australian context. In short, media and policy campaigns on 

biodiversity still tend to be more inclusive and effective in France than in Australia. This 

difference between the two countries is highly related to the fact that media concentration – a 

phenomenon that consists of media channels being owned by a few people – while existing in 

both countries, is much more marked in the Australian than in the French case (Asayama et al., 

2017). 

8.3.3. Lobbying practices 

For each case, I briefly describe the lobbying activity that impacts biodiversity policy, the 

regulation (or absence of regulation) of such activities and what this means for transmission. I 

first analyse the French case, then the Australian. Finally, I compare the two countries’ degree 

of transmission through lobbying. 

Lobbying in France 

Historically, the French State, more than many other countries, has had a particularly 

‘troublesome relationship with interest groups’ (Chari et al., 2019: 103). Interest groups have 

been and still are often perceived as threats to the general interest of the State and society by 

both public servants and the broader French society (Chari et al., 2019, Transparency 

International France, 2019). Thus, the words ‘lobbying’ or ‘lobby’ have a negative connotation, 

as they suggest practices that attempt to reduce the integrity and control of the State. This 

negative perception of lobbying partially explains why the French lobbying landscape is 

significantly less prominent171 than other comparable OECD countries (Chari et al., 2019). 

 
171 In terms of numbers of lobbying groups, organisation of lobbying activity and lobbying culture. 
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However, lobbying practices do exist in France and have a significant influence on decision-

making processes, although they primarily favour private interests, in particular from 

productive sectors, since these they are more strongly represented than other social and 

environmental interests. 

For instance, in the agricultural sector, the agrochemical industry is well represented by several 

hundred professional full-time lobbyists from the conventional agricultural group, the FNSEA 

and agrochemical companies like Bayer, Gaucho, Cruiser and Syngenta. Illustrating this 

imbalance of influence, a senior officer in the AFB reflected that: 

[w]e have the mainstream agriculture defended by the majority union [the FNSEA] and its 

allies that hold the reins of agricultural governance (AFB interview, 23/11/2017). 

This quote highlights the fact that economic development discourse, at least in the agricultural 

sector, still has a profound influence on agricultural policy development and implementation 

in France. This influence consists in attempting to halt or restrain the transition towards 

agroecology by diminishing the regulatory dimension of the transition framework. Compared 

to environmental or agro-ecological interests, the agrochemical industry has a much stronger 

institutional and organisational capacity. Indeed, ENGOs, agro-ecological groups, green 

consumer associations and research networks are only represented by a few dozen people, often 

on part-time contracts or as volunteers. Illustrating this imbalance of capacity, a prominent 

member of the main French umbrella coalition of ENGOs, FNE, summarises the technical and 

power-related difficulties experienced by ENGOs attempting to lobby on sectoral decisions 

that impact biodiversity. On the specific topic of the negative impact of economic and finance 

policy on biodiversity, he comments: 

Finance is an area that requires a high level of technical expertise. (…) The difficulty for the 

naturalist world is that many members are not ready to engage in this kind of area both for 

intellectual and material reasons. In other words, when it comes to economics, on the 

ENGOs side, there is hardly anybody (Interview FNE 15/11/2017). 

The main problem underlined by the interviewee here is the ENGO’s lack of capacity – in 

financial, technical and intellectual terms – to engage in environmental economics, which is, 

according to the interviewee, ‘one of the most important drivers for societal change’. This lack 

of capacity also points to the fact that discussions framed on economic grounds require very 

specific skills, thereby excluding other forms of rationality, such as ecological rationality. 
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Imbalanced capacity is reinforced by actors from the private sector occupying positions in 

government and vice versa.172 While this practice sometimes involves representatives from 

environmental groups (e.g. Nicolas Hulot) who are in key positions in government, it is a 

common practice for representatives from the private sector. Emmanuel Macron’s mandate 

(since 2017) has been particularly marked by systematic revolving doors between the private 

sector and government positions. Emmanuel Macron himself, before becoming Minister for 

the Economy between 2014 and 2016, worked for the merchant bank Rothschild & Cie between 

2008 and 2012 (Mauduit, 2018). In the MTES, the two Secretaries of State (equivalent to 

Deputy Ministers), Emmanuelle Wargon and Brune Poirson, were respectively the former head 

of the French multinational food company Danone and the director of the sustainable 

development program for Veolia, a French transnational company involved in water, waste and 

energy management. With such prominence of private interests in the empowered space, 

lobbying practices contribute to maintaining the presence of a relatively weak form of 

ecological modernisation compatible with the interests of big corporations from productive 

industries, which aim to reinforce industrial self-regulation. In terms of transmission, lobbying 

is therefore rather exclusive as it favours the interests of well-resourced actors, mostly from 

the private sector. Some regulation of lobbying activities has recently helped to make lobbying 

more transparent and less exclusive. However, there are numerous gaps in the French 

regulatory framework of lobbying practices. For instance, the compulsory declaration of 

interests and lobbying activities only concerns private corporations. NGOs and philanthropic 

organisations are exempted. Moreover, private corporations must only indicate the purpose of 

lobbying activities, but do not have to indicate the positions they advocate for (Brunet & 

Chabour, 2019, Transparency International France, 2019). In sum, while there has been some 

regulation of lobbying activities in recent years, current lobbying practices in France are 

detrimental to transmission as they favour interests that have sufficient material resources over 

others. That being said, other transmission mechanisms can challenge the prominence of these 

powerful interests. This was also the case for struggles and media and policy campaigns, as 

was seen in the previous section. 

 

 
172 This practice known in French as pantouflage. Originally, pantouflage referred to pantoufles (sleepers), nickname given 

to students from elite public engineer school Polytechnic school who engage with private firms during their time at the 

school. The pantoufles oppose the bottes (boots) who designate students honouring their commitment to ‘serve the state’ 

after their time at the school.  
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Lobbying practices in Australia 

Systemic studies of lobbying practices in the Australian context show a systematic policy 

framing in accordance with the biggest corporations’ interests and positions (Edwards, 2019). 

In broad terms, it is estimated that more than 65% of 4000 commercial lobbyists 173  are 

employed by private companies from various productive and extractive sectors, including the 

mining sector174 and the food industry175 (Chari et al., 2019, Fraussen & Halpin, 2016, Halpin 

& Warhurst, 2016). While no systemic study has been conducted on biodiversity policy 

specifically, studies on climate denial discourse propagation have shown that private 

companies (notably from the coal industry) and free market lobby groups such as the Institute 

of Public Affairs have played a prominent role in framing policy options for the two major 

political parties in Australia over the last three decades (Dryzek et al., 2011, Marsh & Miller, 

2012). For their part, environmental groups have some material lobbying capacity in different 

sectors with a few dozen professional lobbyists and numerous trained volunteers, notably from 

major ENGOs, who have some lobbying capacity at the federal level and the state level (Chari 

2019, Fraussen 2016). While there have been, in the past, episodic alliances between the NFF 

and environmental groups leading to common lobbying campaigns,176 since the early 2000s, 

there has been no such campaign to commonly reform agricultural and biodiversity policy 

(Botterill, 2016). If the material capacity of environmental groups is significant, they have 

faced and are still facing strict legislation limiting their input, a situation that has been 

particularly marked at the federal level by anti-advocacy policies and discourses. 177  An 

interviewee from the ACF noted that: 

[s]ince 2011 and more particularly 2013, the government attempts to restrict our advocacy 

capacity in many ways. For instance, Gary Johns, an anti-advocacy character, was 

nominated at the head of the Charities and Not-For-Profits Commission (Interview ACF 

12/07/2018). 

This quote suggests that the Australian legal framework on lobbying strictly limits the input 

from different kinds of civil society organisations, notably from the environmental sector, 

 
173 Professional lobbyists who are employed as third-parties by an economic actor or group of actors. 
174 Notably BHP Billiton and Rio Tinto. 
175 Coles, Woolworths and ALDI. 
176 The most notable being the ACF-NFF coalition leading to Landcare in 1989 or the same actors joining for reform of 

water-use policy in the early 2000s. 
177 Such anti-advocacy lines have been particularly pronounced under Howard’s mandate (1996-2007) and since the 

Coalition came to government in 2013. 
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through policies that are particularly designed to limit their financial and advocacy capacity.178 

Moreover, current lobbying regulation in Australia is weak compared to that in other OECD 

countries, particularly in the EU (Chari et al., 2019, Edwards, 2019, Halpin & Warhurst, 2016, 

Keating & Menadue, 2015). For instance, departments are exempted from declaring lobbying 

activities and ‘lobbying’ is poorly defined as it involves only third-party lobbyists179 and not 

in-house lobbyists. 180  Thus, the relatively weak legislation of lobbying practices mostly 

benefits resourced actors. Adding to the restrictions on civil society organisations’ lobbying 

capacity, current lobbying practices in Australia represent obstructions to transmission as 

economic development advocates benefit from them. 

In comparison: lobbying in France and Australia 

In sum, the two countries experience significant lobbying practices that largely favour better-

resourced material interests and discourses over (less-resourced) others. The practice of 

lobbying is therefore, in its current form, detrimental to transmission of biodiversity concerns 

in the two countries. However, there are different reasons for this. In France, the problem is 

more in the material and financial capacity of environmental advocates – which is very limited 

compared to that of lobbyists from financial and productive sectors – than the regulatory 

framework of lobbying, which aims to make lobbying a more inclusive and transparent mode 

of transmission. While material capacity is also problematic for environmental advocates in 

Australia, the major obstruction to transmission is in the legal framework of lobbying, which 

restricts input from civil society organisations and promotes, instead, input from financial and 

productive sectors. 

8.3.4. Corporatist institutions: the NBS design and formalisation process 

While corporatist institutions run the risk of absorbing the critical capacity of civil society 

(Dryzek et al., 2003), they also offer opportunities to transmit concerns directly to the 

empowered space by involving multiple actors from different sectors in key institutions 

responsible for biodiversity policymaking. Instead of describing broad institutional settings, 

which I have partially done in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6, I focus here on the process involved in 

designing the NBS that occurred in 2009 in Australia and in 2011 in France. 

 
178 A good example of such measures is the set of proposed changes to control overseas funding and restrict political 

campaigning in 2018 during Turnbull’s mandate, which led to the campaign ‘Hands Off Our Charities’ that vigorously 

opposed the bill with support from the Labor and the Greens parties. 
179 Third-party lobbyists are professional external lobbyists representing interest groups. 
180 In-house lobbyists are directly employed by companies, business associations, trade unions, or organisations. 
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In France, an inclusive and effective NBS process 

The design of the French 2011 NBS includes multiple steps that have mobilised all sectors of 

society and government. Figure 8-1 below summarises the NBS process from 2007 to 2011. 

 

Figure 8-1 Different steps in the French NBS design and formalisation process 

The Grenelle de l’Environnement, which engaged ministers with each other and with members 

of civil society (broadly understood), aimed at planning for ecological transition and thereby 

responding primarily to the two interrelated problems of climate change and biodiversity loss. 

The Grenelle led to the decision to design a broad-scale inclusive conference on biodiversity, 

the Conférence Biodiversité (Chamonix conference), in Chamonix in May 2010.  

The Conférence de Chamonix was the first official milestone for the NBS (2010-2020). Its core 

purpose was to define and frame different aspects of the biodiversity issue, rethink its 

governance and begin the process for creating the new NBS in a participatory way. The 

conference involved 401 participants from different sectors of society in a co-design process. 

Thus, the conference began with a set of presentations on biodiversity from different disciplines 

including a philosophical and sociological opening addressed by Bruno Latour. The 

presentations were followed by ateliers créativité (co-design ‘creativity workshops’) on 

specific themes such as threats to biodiversity, biodiversity governance and projections on the 

future NBS. The most represented actors were high-level representatives from public 

administrations, NGOs, unions, business groups, local authorities, public agencies and research 

centres. The Chamonix Conference led to the creation of a comprehensive NBS revision 

committee, whose main goal was to create the NBS by engaging all the stakeholders identified 
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during the conference. The committee, made of 7 collèges (sectoral groups),181 organised wide 

consultation, notably involving a multidisciplinary report on biodiversity governance from the 

CESE (the 3rd Chamber) and an online public questionnaire and survey. After being modified 

to take account of feedbacks, the NBS was adopted by the Parliament in 2011. In sum, actors 

from different sectors were engaged early in the design of the process itself. They then 

participated in a set of discussions to define the biodiversity issue in its complexity through the 

lens of multiple disciplines and sectors. Finally, the participants engaged in sub-themes 

workshops. Despite their differences, the participants were able to produce a document that 

approaches biodiversity from multiple (ecocentric, social-ecological and economic) 

perspectives, articulating opportunities and challenges for every sector in society and engaging 

these sectors to develop, in partnership with the government, their ecological transition agenda. 

The NBS attempted to respond to the biodiversity issue by (1) proposing structural governance 

reforms, notably the creation of the National Biodiversity Agency (AFB); (2) approaching 

biodiversity through a socio-cultural lens that involves rethinking our relationships with nature 

(‘the living’) in all aspects of society; and (3) reinforcing multidisciplinary research on 

biodiversity. 

In Australia, a weak and exclusive NBS process 

In contrast with the French NBS design process, the development of the 2009 Australian NBS 

involves a more basic consultation process mobilising mostly environmental actors. The 

following figure summarises the different steps for designing the NBS, from 2005 to 2010. 

 

Figure 8-2 Different steps in the Australian NBS design and formalisation process 

 
181 The State, elected representatives, professional organisations (businesses), unions, environmental groups and NGOs, 

public agencies and scientists. 
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The Australian NBS design process first involved a document drafted for consultation in 2009 

by a committee nominated by the NRM Ministerial Council with advice from CSIRO and the 

Bureau of Meteorology (BOM). This draft was based on the assessment of the previous NBS 

(1996-2006) undertaken by the NRM Ministerial Council between 2005 and 2006. The draft 

was produced in a sectoral way, by policymakers and designers from the federal and state 

Departments of the Environment, along with researchers from CSIRO and the BOM. The draft 

was then released for online consultation and public comment. The online consultation simply 

involved gathering different views, rather than engaging the participants in productive 

interactions within the process and its design. The Australian NBS process therefore mostly 

involved the environmental sector with limited access to other sectors apart from their 

commenting on the draft. The Australian 2010 NBS process involved little engagement with 

participants. The process was rather a draft proposal, put forward by biodiversity experts and 

policymakers and then submitted for comments to a general audience. Whether the draft was 

enriched by the comments or not, actors from different sectors did not engage or interact with 

each other. The process thus produced an NBS that is an addition of perspectives rather than 

the product of a deliberation that would investigate the socio-economic and cultural roots of 

biodiversity loss, the inadequacy of current political and economic institutions and what to do 

about the situation. 

In comparison, the NBS design and formalisation process in France and Australia 

The difference between the development of the two NBS processes is significant. In France, 

the NBS process was inclusive as it incorporated many sectors in all parts of the process 

(including the design of the process itself). The French process was also consequential, as 

actors were involved from the NBS design to its delivery, with noticeable institutional changes 

taking place along the way (e.g. the creation of the AFB). In contrast, the Australian NBS 

process was dominated by environmental actors, with limited input from other sectors apart 

from a basic consultation. The process was therefore not particularly inclusive. Nor was the 

NBS especially impactful, as it did not lead to broad policy or institutional change. In sum, the 

French NBS process involved a certain degree of transmission, compared to the Australian one 

which produced few results. The description of these two very different NBS development 

processes reflects major differences between the two countries’ biodiversity governance. 

Indeed, ‘Grenelle-style’ corporatist institutions continue to play a major role in French 

biodiversity governance, primarily by influencing the agenda-setting of the government across 
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sectors. In contrast, there is still no major corporatist institution in Australia and biodiversity 

governance is limited by non-consequential consultations of predominantly environmental 

actors. 

8.3.5. Election campaigning 

As discussed in the introduction, elections are marked by numerous limitations that make them 

a relatively exclusive though effective transmission mechanism. Both France and Australia are 

no exception to the rule. In the two countries, numerous attempts are made by diverse actors, 

notably environmental groups, to frame policy proposals during election campaigning. 

However, rather than introducing new biodiversity concerns or making biodiversity a central 

issue that no party can treat lightly, election campaigning usually reinforces existing political 

parties’ sensitivity (or insensitivity) to biodiversity and environmental issues. Below, I 

illustrate this point with examples from the 2017 election campaign in France and from the 

2016 elections in Australia. 

The 2017 election campaign in France 

During election campaigns, events and media campaigns run by environmental groups, like 

FRB, H&B or the beekeepers’ union, UNAF, invite most parties to exhibit, discuss and be 

challenged on their policy proposals on biodiversity. While these activities lead parties to 

define more precisely their political line on biodiversity, they are rarely consequential as they 

simply confirm (and do not change) the parties’ priorities and interests on biodiversity.182 The 

following quote from an interviewee from the ENGO Agir pour l’environnement (APE) (Act 

for the Environment) regarding their campaign ‘Moi, Président’ illustrates the prominence of 

parties’ interests run during 2017 elections: 

We met three candidates’ representatives: Mélenchon (la France Insoumise – LFI), Benoit 

Hamon (PS) and Macron (LREM). The agricultural representatives of Mélenchon and 

Hamon were very competent, they really knew the biodiversity issue very well. They were 

researchers, notably from the INRA. They responded concretely to our claims, notably on 

pesticides, in a numerical and dated way. On Macron’s side, it was very vague: no measures, 

no numbers. We were hosted by an Enarque,183 who responded in a very politician-like way; 

generalisations, no numbers and no arguments (Interview APE on 21/09/2017). 

 
182 Apart from the central character of Nicolas Hulot in French environmental politics, who has used his bargaining position 

to maintain a decent level of commitment and action on biodiversity in each election since Chirac in 2003. 
183 Name given to previous students of the Ecole Nationale d’Administration (ENA), French elite school training future 

politicians and senior officials. 
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This quote reflects various political parties’ different levels of expertise and sensitivity in 

relation to the biodiversity issue. Indeed, parties stand by the positions that reflect their interests 

and preferences. These positions are set rigidly in election campaigning. Consequently, some 

parties are not interested in biodiversity issues (e.g. Les Républicains – LR), some parties are 

only interested in it for electoral gain (LREM) and some parties are genuinely sensitive to 

biodiversity issues (e.g. Europe Ecologie Les Verts – EELV, PCF, PS and LFI). 

 

The 2016 election campaign in Australia 

As in France, Australian election campaigns are characterised by limited transmission of 

environmental concerns across political parties. For instance, the ACF issues a scorecard 

during every federal election campaign to assess the environmental commitments of the three 

main political parties. However, this evaluation does not lead to any change in parties’ 

commitment to biodiversity issues, as parties do not automatically respond to it. According to 

the ACF’s scorecard for the 2016 federal election, the Liberal-National coalition, which won 

the election, scored poorly when it came to ‘protecting Australia’s reefs, forests and wildlife’ 

(ACF, 2016). The Australian Labor Party (ALP), had a medium score on average, apart from 

the category ‘value nature in government decision-making’, which was given a high score. The 

Green party scored high in almost every category. With such differences in parties’ 

commitments to the environment, it is not surprising that elections in Australia have strong 

implications for the environment.184 However, environmental issues are often divisive and 

reflect parties’ existing degree of concerns for such issues. Parties with strong environmental 

commitment (e.g. the Green party) have only a limited chance of being elected, considering 

the political weight of the two main parties (ALP and the Coalition) and their tendency to 

prioritise socio-economic issues above environmental issues. 

In comparison: election campaigning in France and Australia 

In sum, analysis of the French elections in 2017 and those in Australia in 2016 shows that are 

some similarities between the two countries when it comes to electoral mechanisms. Elections 

are opportunities for actors to make proposals for biodiversity reform and promote these ideas 

to different parties. However, there are multiple shortcomings in election campaigning as a 

 
184 A recent network is born within the ALP, the Labor Environment Action Network (LENA), to push Labor for more 

environmental commitment. However, at the time of writing, this network hasn’t had much influence on Labor’s internal 

processes. 
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transmission mechanism. First, some of the most prominent parties do not regard biodiversity 

issues as important and attempts from ENGOs to make biodiversity (and other environmental 

issues) a more central issue in their party program do not lead to any change. Second, social 

and economic issues are more prominent than environmental ones among the two main parties’ 

programs in each country, leaving profound environmental commitment to more marginal 

parties. Third, the adversarial nature of elections encourages polarisation between parties, 

notably on environmental questions. This third shortcoming is particularly marked by anti-

environment versus pro-environment rhetoric in Australia. In short, while the election is an 

effective mechanism that can induce change, it is a relatively exclusive mechanism. This 

assessment is valid for both cases, France and Australia. 

8.3.6. Global environmental institutions 

The final transmission mechanism is the set of global environmental institutions, and 

particularly the most prominent multilateral institution for biodiversity governance, the CBD. 

In the two countries, I have noticed that some actors from the public space use global 

environmental institutions to transmit concerns. However, there are variations across the two 

countries according to the type of actors that participate in global environmental institutions, 

their motives; the official position and role of the two countries in international environmental 

governance; and the actual impact of this participation on governmental biodiversity policy. 

France, an environmental leadership displayed 

France has a relatively proactive role in constantly promoting reform of international 

environmental governance. This proactive role is illustrated by the French political and 

financial support for the creation and development of the IPBES (Larigauderie & Mooney, 

2010, Maljean-Dubois, 2014, Stokstad, 2017), first proposed by President Chirac at the 2003 

G8 summit; by France’s diplomatic role in the Paris Agreement; and its agency in reforming 

environmental governance arrangements (e.g. continuing support for the creation of a World 

Environment Organisation since President Chirac’s initiative in 1998, or the recent proposal 

for a Global Pact for the Environment). With such a proactive role, actors from civil society 

are not particularly concerned with raising new matters at the international level, but rather 

with implementing existing frameworks and making them more binding for France and the EU 

first and then for other countries. This latter aspect on the binding character of international 

agreements relates to accountability, which I will discuss in the next section. On the 

transmission side, the first prominent feature that conditions the French official position on 
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international environmental governance, notably through the CBD, is the consensual 

relationship between research centres, governmental actors and some ENGOs such as the LPO 

(the same actors involved in ecological modernisation discourse), who jointly push for 

environmental reform. A research advisor from the CNRS indicated, for instance that: 

[t]he CNRS is very engaged in the IPBES. We are in the CBD COP in case the government 

needs us on the technical front. Members of the delegation and scientists are closely involved 

as decisions are adopted based on scientific consensus between the CNRS, the FRB and 

MNHN (Interview CNRS 19/11/2018). 

This quote indicates that biodiversity sciences are influential in framing of the French position 

in the CBD. However, it also shows that scientists do not intervene as completely independent 

actors, as their influence is conditioned by the government’s position. In other words, while 

there is transmission of scientific expertise, this transmission is negotiated in partnership with 

the governmental position. The same interviewee indicated that the participation of 

environmental groups in CBD COPs is not automatic at the international level, often because 

of lack of financial capacity. However, he said that ENGOs are not too worried about the 

position of the French Government at the international level, as it is consistent and science 

based. Instead, they pay more attention to the implementation phase of regulatory frameworks. 

He justified this by saying that: 

[t]he legislative arsenal on biodiversity in France and the EU is very advanced compared to 

what is negotiated at the COP. Now, everybody is talking about “transformative change” to 

move forward (Interview CNRS 19/11/2018). 

In sum, such consensual relationships between scientists, ENGOs and government actors in 

France and the EU have contributed to set relatively strong185 regulatory frameworks and 

governmental positions. 

Australia: a passive role in international biodiversity governance 

Compared to France (and the EU), Australia played a more passive role in broader international 

environmental governance in the period studied (2009-19) and continues to do so, apart from 

specific biodiversity-related issues, such as the conservation of whales and the management of 

whaling. In this sense, the Australian Government has not been a constant force for reform of 

global biodiversity governance. Because of this more passive role of the State, some actors 

 
185 Though in absolute terms, these frameworks and positions are still insufficient, considering the depth of the biodiversity 

crisis. 
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from Australian civil society have been willing to intervene at the international level to push 

for biodiversity reforms. This is notably the case for the ACF, which sent two delegates to the 

CBD COP in 2018. In the meantime, the Australian Government did not participate in the COP 

after internal advice regarding security issues. However, the ACF’s participation did not have 

a formal impact on decisions made as they have no official mandate or representative right to 

the COP. Their presence was, rather, a political act intended to show to the Australian 

Government that civil society cares about these international agreements (ACF, 2019). Other 

key actors using international environmental institutions like the CBD COP as a transmission 

mechanism are Indigenous groups. As with the ACF, the difficult relationship with the 

government was invoked as a main reason for intervening at the international level. An 

Indigenous elder explained, for instance, that: 

[w]hen matters are not dealt with properly at the national level, we raise it at the international 

level, as there is more willingness to listen to Indigenous voices. The international level 

starts to be better understood in the communities (Interview Indigenous elder 20/11/2018). 

They added that Indigenous people often cooperate with other countries to address matters that 

lack Australian responsiveness both at the national and international levels.  

We find partnership with some countries to raise issues in the CBD or other environmental 

negotiations. The helping countries are mostly from Latin America, but the EU is getting 

better, especially Northern European countries. (Interview Indigenous elder 20/11/2018). 

These examples indicate that the passive role of the Australian Government in international 

environmental governance inspires non-governmental actors to attempt to raise issues at the 

international level. However, such moves present major issues of material capacity as only 

actors with sufficient material resources can access international level negotiations. There are 

also issues of effectiveness as non-governmental actors are not granted an equal voice to 

governments. Therefore, transmission at the international level is limited by both the passive 

role of the State and the material and legal limitations of non-governmental actors. 

In comparison: French and Australian positions and roles in global environmental institutions 

In sum, while France and Australia are both signatories of major international treaties and 

conventions on biodiversity, the two countries’ different positions on international 

environmental governance partially condition the way global environmental institutions allow 

transmission to occur. France, both independently from and as part of the EU, has a relatively 

proactive role. This role is notably the product of consensual relationships between scientists, 



   

177 

some ENGOs and government actors. While a proactive position leaves little room from critical 

actors to push for more environmental commitment (and therefore excludes green radical 

groups), this position ensures a decent level of environmental commitment for France and the 

EU at the international level. In contrast, during the period studied, the Australian Government 

played a more passive role in international biodiversity governance. This passive role was only 

partially compensated for by civil society organisations that raised matters at the international 

level, as they lack legal capacity to act at the international level. 

8.4. Accountability mechanisms 

While the degree of transmission differs significantly between the two countries, accountability 

is equally problematic in France and Australia. I did not identify the systematic presence of 

deliberative accountability in either country. However, I found that there is some narrative 

accountability, whereby the government justifies its biodiversity policy and actions. I start with 

the French case, then describe accountability in Australia and finally present the commonalities 

and differences between the two cases. 

8.4.1. France 

In France, elections induce poor accountability on the environmental front, notably because of 

the primacy of social and economic issues and the prominence of adversarial over deliberative 

norms of communication, as we have seen in the previous section on transmission. While the 

language of ‘ecological transition’ has been adopted by all political parties, they do not 

automatically translate this concept into clear sets of policy proposals to effectively transition 

to an ecologically sustainable future. As a result, if a previous elected government sometimes 

has to justify its action on ecological transition, such justification has no major consequences. 

In a similar way, periodic environmental reviews like SoEs or OECD environmental 

performance reviews are important for gathering data and monitoring progress on biodiversity 

and can be used by actors from civil society as sources of information and argumentation when 

commitments are not respected. However, none of these periodic reviews systematically lead 

to deliberation or confrontation between the government, civil society organisations and the 

broader society. 

Some accountability can be found in regular Grenelle-style corporatist institutions (e.g. 

Grenelle de l’environnement, Conférence Environnementale), which consist of agenda-setting 

platforms or assemblies involving key stakeholders that decide on future environmental 



   

178 

strategies. While these numerous institutions still perform a transmission role by integrating 

environmental concerns into core actions of the government, they often fail to substantially 

control government action, notably in terms of biodiversity conservation. Indeed, despite being 

periodic occasions for the government to justify its actions, these institutions do not have the 

power to ensure that the government properly follows and implements the transformative 

agenda it preaches. This lack of power comes from the fact that these institutions lose their 

critical capacity in the long run notably by absorbing critical actors such as ENGOs into the 

empowered space without creating a major transformation in terms of government 

environmental action. As an interviewee from the LPO put it, regarding most recent 

environmental corporatist institutions he has been involved in: 

Politics abandon too easily the debate to technicians and to forces of society and let them 

debate together without setting the non-negotiable. … This is the desertion of politics, which 

put different forces against each other and does not hold a coherent societal vision (Interview 

LPO 27/09/2017). 

In other words, corporatist institutions are not always guided by a transformative agenda but 

are sometimes caught in internal debates because the government’s direction is not clear. 

Corporatist institutions do not directly play an accountability role. However, they can at times 

reveal the State’s lack of guidance in terms of ecological planning and the lack of teeth of the 

current ecological transition pursued by the government. On the climate change front, this was 

the case when the FNH decided to stop participating in the Grenelle in 2010, after the 

government abandoned the carbon tax. The government then had to publicly justify why one 

of the main ENGOs behind the construction of the Grenelle had decided to leave. On the 

biodiversity front, there is no such symbolic example. Adding to the lack of critical capacity of 

these corporatist institutions, their lack of influential power when decisions are not 

implemented make them relatively weak in terms of accountability when it comes to 

biodiversity. 

At the international level, an important part of the French environmental legal framework is 

structured around the European conservation framework, made up of multiple environmental 

Directives. The European conservation framework constitutes a compulsory policy umbrella 

for France and all EU member states. This policy umbrella, made for instance of the Bird and 

Habitat Directives and the Pan-European Ecological Framework, makes the French 

government accountable to EU institutions, notably the European Union Network for the 

Implementation and Enforcement of Environmental Law (IMPEL), or the European 
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Commission (EC) through financial sanctions or reputational costs, and the European 

Environment Agency (EEA) through compulsory reporting (Benson et al., 2019). For instance, 

the EEA has made it compulsory for EU member states to provide in their SoE reports a 

substantial and quantified description of the driving forces and pressures of environmental 

change, a requirement that most non-EU countries are not supposed to follow (European 

Environmental Agency, 1999). This European-level accountability is limited, however, as EU 

supranational prerogatives on the environment are themselves limited (compared to 

intergovernmental institutions) and institutions like the EC are not always driven by 

environmental motives (Benson et al., 2019). It is therefore only to a limited extent that French 

environmental NGOs and the broader public can use European institutions to force the French 

government to fulfil its commitments. Beyond the EU, international environmental institutions 

are also spaces where actors from the French public space push for more regulatory 

mechanisms (on the transmission front) that force the French government to be an example of 

the transformative environmental agenda it preaches (on the accountability front). For instance, 

many French environmental NGOs have initiated a network aiming to pressure the government 

to implement actions listed in the NBS and periodically give an account of progress made. This 

network thus connects the international commitments of France with their implementation at 

the national level. As a member of the LPO, a key NGO in this network, explained: 

We have started a platform to accelerate the transition with the SNB at the centre. We have 

made a Prévert-style 186  inventory of nineteen propositions on which we periodically 

evaluate the actions of the government on biodiversity and run media campaigns based on 

the results. The Environment Minister has agreed to meet all of us [network of biodiversity 

NGOs] every three months to assess progress made (Interview LPO 27/09/2017). 

While this periodic event increases scrutiny of governmental action from environmental NGOs 

and forces the government to justify its actions and decisions, its non-binding and relatively 

exclusive character – given that only environmental NGOs are present – character is a limited 

form of accountability, far from deliberative ideals. 

In short, France presents relatively weak accountability mechanisms on biodiversity. There is 

some accountability occurring in corporatist institutions but not in a systematic way. 

International environmental institutions are the major inducers of accountability by notably 

allowing some actors in the public space to frame more binding international agreements and 

 
186 Ad-hoc. 
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to reinforce existing EU regulations, so that countries are accountable to supranational 

jurisdictions under citizens’ scrutiny. 

8.4.2. Australia 

As in France, elections in Australia can be accountability mechanisms, as they allow citizens 

to pass judgement on the government’s environmental record. Historically, some 

environmental issues, like the very controversial Franklin Dam project, have been determining 

factors of election outcomes. On this very example, one reason why Fraser lost the 1983 

elections was because he refused to commit to use federal power to stop the construction of the 

dam (Hutton & Connors, 1999, McDonald, 2016, Ross & Dovers, 2008).187 This is a clear 

example of a sanctioning form of accountability, whereby a government is sanctioned for its 

actions or inactions. However, in the period I studied, no federal and state election outcomes 

were as directly influenced on the grounds of biodiversity (or environmental) conservation. 

Similarly, the accountability that could be expected from periodic environmental reviews like 

the SoE or OECD environmental performance reviews, does not occur as there is no systematic 

justification from the government on its action on biodiversity. These environmental reviews 

have therefore had and continue to have little or no impact on government policy and action. 

At the international level, only binding agreements exert some form of accountability. The 

Franklin dam case represented, here again, a moment of accountability related to international 

environmental institutions as the dam project was cancelled on the grounds that the Australian 

Government had signed up to UNESCO’s World Heritage Convention. This had given the 

federal Government the power to overrule the state government of Tasmania.188 On a different 

front, the participation of civil society actors in global environmental institutions is directly 

motivated by the wish to generate more accountability. For instance, an Indigenous elder 

regularly participating in CBD COPs explained how she tries to be a bridge between the local 

level and the international level to keep the government accountable to its international 

commitments. She stated: 

I conduct workshops to explain what is going on in the CBD and how the communities can 

benefit from it. In a way, it reinforces their capacity to keep the government accountable, to 

force the government to respect its commitments towards the environment and Indigenous 

peoples (Interview Indigenous elder 20/11/2018). 

 
187 Another example is Mark Latham’s forests policy in the 2004 election, which was viewed as one reason why Labor lost. 
188 On the basis of the federal government’s external affairs power in the Constitution. 



   

181 

While this can be considered as a weak form of accountability, the attempt to use the 

international level as a way to ensure that the government respects its commitments shows that 

some attempt to exert accountability occurs. Such use of international environmental arenas by 

civil society actors to increase accountability is also found among environmental groups. 

8.4.3. In comparison 

In sum, accountability, when compared to transmission (which is relatively high in France), is 

relatively low in the two countries. In each country, there is some (though limited) degree of 

accountability. The most effective accountability mechanisms are found in relation to 

international environmental agreements or institutions. Compared to CITES, which involves 

some level of legal compliance, the CBD induces poor accountability as it is articulated around 

loose targets or commitments, rather than strict regulation (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 2017). 

However, even then some form of accountability can be found. When it comes to accountability, 

there is one major difference between the two countries. France is forced to act under an EU 

umbrella of environmental policies (e.g. directives) and regulation while Australia is not. The 

EU framework does provide some options for actors in the public space to force the government 

to maintain a decent level of biodiversity conservation. In Australia, such a regional framework 

does not exist and weakens accountability. In addition, the Australian federal system does not 

help to hold states to account as the federal legislation currently in place is weak. 

8.5. Conclusion: assessment and prospects 

The findings on transmission and on accountability are different. While transmission is higher 

in France than in Australia, accountability is relatively weak in both countries. I discuss the 

assessment and prospects of these two components separately, starting with transmission and 

moving to accountability. 

Transmission 

In terms of transmission, it is noticeable that France has more inclusive and effective 

transmission options than Australia. Table 8-3 presents a summary of the comparison of 

transmission mechanisms between the two countries. 
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Table 8-3: Evaluation of transmission mechanisms in France and Australia 

Type of mechanism France Australia 

Struggles Strong inclusive Weak inclusive 

Media and policy campaigning Strong inclusive Weak exclusive 

Lobbying Strong exclusive Strong exclusive 

Corporatist institutions Strong inclusive Weak exclusive 

Election campaigning Strong exclusive Strong exclusive 

Global environmental institutions Strong inclusive Weak exclusive 

 

In France, relatively strong but exclusive lobbying practices and election campaigning are 

compensated by other inclusive and strong mechanisms. This includes a well-established 

culture of environmental struggle, broad coalitions leading impactful media and policy 

campaigning and numerous Grenelle-style corporatist institutions at the national 189  and 

international190 level. In contrast, in Australia, despite some inclusive transmission occurring 

in environmental struggles and media and policy campaigning, transmission is limited by four 

exclusive mechanisms: lobbying practices; adversarial and polarising elections;191 the absence 

of corporatist institutions; and the passive role of the Australian Government at the 

international level. 

In France, transmission is also likely to take a step forward in terms of inclusion and 

effectiveness (and a deliberative turn) with the recent convention citoyenne sur la transition 

écologique (citizen convention for ecological transition), held between 2019 and 2020. While 

the convention was held beyond my period of analysis, I can draw some (limited) conclusions 

from a brief description of its process. This deliberative assembly gathered a representative 

sample of 150 randomly selected citizens to reform climate and environmental governance in 

France. On the one hand, it was originally initiated and supported by a broad coalition of actors 

linked to the broader social movement (e.g. unions, ENGOs, research centres and Yellow Vests 

collectives).192 On the other hand, the convention was also supported by a broad coalition of 

actors in the empowered space (notably elected representatives) to anticipate social issues from 

further environmental regulation. If they are wholly enacted or passed through a referendum as 

promised by Président Macron, the 150 propositions from the convention could be a much 

more transformative episode than the Grenelle. To ensure the implementation of their 

 
189 That systematically incorporate actors of environmental rationality in decision-making. 
190 Consensual relationships upstream of decision-making between biodiversity sciences, government and some 

environmental NGOs. 
191 Particularly on the environment. 
192 Its focus on environmental reform ‘in a spirit of social justice’ (convention citoyenne 2019) was a direct influence of the 

broader social movement, notably the yellow vest movement. In this sense, this initiative was embedded in the public space. 
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propositions, the citizens engaged in the convention have formed an NGO named ‘Les 150’ 

(The 150) to act like a lobby group that advises, scrutinises and criticises the implementation 

agenda. 

Accountability 

Contrary to transmission, accountability is weak in both France and Australia, although to a 

lesser extent in the French case. Indeed, there is some limited multilevel accountability in the 

French case (notably with the EU environmental legislation), but not in Australia, despite 

federalism, as federal environmental law is weak. In addition to the multilevel dimension, there 

are possibilities in the two countries of increasing accountability by strengthening and 

democratising existing institutions so that actors in the empowered space have to systematically 

justify their actions and decisions to others in the empowered space and in the public space. In 

this sense, accountability, as Stevenson and Dryzek (2014) put it, could be deliberative and not 

punitive. 

In France, I see two major ways that deliberative accountability could be significantly 

improved: reforming corporatist institutions and strengthening existing networks of 

accountability. First, in their current state, corporatist institutions, such as the CESE (the third 

chamber) and other Grenelle-style institutions, rarely have the mandate to review policies based 

on outcomes and force the government to justify its actions, notably with regards to their long-

term impact on the environment. In his proposal to make France an ‘ecological republic’, Bourg 

(2011) has suggested a broad set of institutional and Constitutional reforms that could notably 

increase deliberative accountability. 193  Some propositions in these reforms were about 

compelling governmental actors to justify the long-term impact of their decisions to their 

citizens. For instance, they argued that the CESE should become the ‘chamber of the future’ 

dedicated to long-term ecological and social planning. This chamber would have some 

prerogatives such as approval of new legislative frameworks or constructive veto rights if a 

policy proposal ignores long-term social and ecological impacts. To avoid a technocratic risk194 

and to reinforce deliberative accountability between the public and the empowered spaces, half 

of this chamber would be made up of plural experts from multiple disciplines195 and types of 

 
193 I cannot the broad set of precise reforms that they advocated for, so I simply give an example of reform to improve 

‘governance of the long term’. 
194 As the authors say, the ‘tyranny of the long term’ could replace the ‘tyranny of the short term’ 
195 These experts would be randomly selected based on a list established by democratic and collegial procedures such as 

those used for the Collège de France. 
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expertise,196 and the other half of a representative sample of randomly selected citizens. Second, 

civil society initiatives can at times be disconnected from the broader environmental agenda 

defended by France at the supranational and international levels. The network of accountability 

led by prominent environmental groups on the implementation of the Aichi targets provides a 

good example of effective accountability networks. Through regular meetings with the MTES 

that are publicised, this network forces the government to justify the content of decisions and 

their implementation. Such networks should be strengthened to ensure accountability across 

spaces (between public space and empowered space) and coherent government action at all 

levels of policymaking (local, national, supranational and global) across sectors. 

In Australia, accountability is more complicated than in France as transmission is significantly 

more limited, notably because of the exclusive and passive nature of the Australian State 

regarding environmental issues. However, there are many ways in which Australia could 

generate more deliberative accountability. I draw on the same two major ways I have used in 

my analysis of accountability and transmission in France: creating multilevel corporatist 

institutions and strengthening networks of accountability. First, considering Australia has no 

corporatist institution that would, at least, allow some forms of transmission of concern, the 

first step would be to establish such institutions in which different forms of rationality 

(environmental, social and economic) could productively interact. Such institutions could 

challenge the prominent position of economic rationality and its supportive institutions like the 

Productivity Commission, which have prevented ecological modernisation from being taken 

up by the Australian Government (Curran, 2015). For instance, the Productivity Commission 

could be replaced by a ‘sustainability commission’ that would involve a greater range of 

experts and actors from civil society to design the environmental agenda in a way that solves 

the ongoing tension between production and conservation sectors.197  Pittock et al. (2012) 

suggest that the creation of a comprehensive valuation of Australian ecosystem services could 

be an initial point of discussion to solve this tension. In order to ensure some form of 

deliberative accountability, the commission could combine an advisory role and a review role 

(similar to the ANAO), and could have a productive veto right. Second, Australia crucially 

needs to create networks of accountability. The participation of the ACF in international 

environmental agreements could be an opportunity to create such networks as it starts to 

 
196 Multiple groups in civil society such as ENGOs or unions are already recognised as experts in their respective fields and 

included in French corporatist institutions such as the CESE. 
197 On the regulatory front, the sustainability commission could have a similar role as the national environmental protection 

authority proposed in the recent review of the EPBC Act (ANAO 2020). 
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connect more authentically with other social or cultural movements (e.g. Indigenous Australian 

claims for sovereignty). 

In the next chapter, I argue that more structural factors such as the political culture or 

institutional design, explain and nuance the differences between the two countries in terms of 

deliberative capacity on biodiversity. 
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Chapter 9. Underlying conditions for French and Australian 

deliberative capacity on biodiversity 

9.1. Introduction 

The findings I presented in Chapter 5, Chapter 6 and Chapter 7, showed that France has a higher 

level of deliberative capacity on biodiversity by comparison to Australia. In this sense, I have 

demonstrated that both the French public and empowered spaces on biodiversity involve a 

greater variety of influential discourses, as well as more constructive interactions between 

competing discourses than the Australian counterparts. I have shown that these different 

characteristics have implications for governmental biodiversity policy in both countries. In 

France, there is a relative consensus on the importance of biodiversity and some degree of 

prioritisation of biodiversity issues in decision-making. In contrast, in Australia, biodiversity 

policy is characterised by an antagonism between two prominent discourses, which does not 

lead to any substantial improvement in biodiversity policy. The previous chapter has shown 

that the difference between the discursive settings of the two countries is mainly due to their 

different degree of transmission from the public to the empowered space. Indeed, when 

compared to Australia, France has a greater variety of inclusive and strong transmission 

mechanisms that allow discourses to be transmitted from the public to the empowered space. 

At the same time, the two countries score relatively low in terms of accountability, although to 

a different extent as France is slightly more accountable (principally thanks to EU institutions) 

than Australia.  

In this chapter, I look at more structural aspects of each country’s political system that can 

explain the difference between the French and Australian deliberative capacity on biodiversity. 

Thus, I respond to the main research question and look at the underlying conditions that enable 

or restrict deliberative capacity on biodiversity in the two countries. I draw upon Dryzek’s 

(2009)198 illustrative list of the features that can facilitate or obstruct deliberative capacity, 

though I tailor it to my specific focus on biodiversity and my case studies. I combine elements 

from previous chapters,199 a literature review on each country’s environmental politics and 

interviews. In this chapter, I respond to three main questions: 

 
198 Dryzek identifies determinants of deliberative capacity under literacy and education, shared language, voting system 

design, State structure and institutions and political culture. Obstructions to deliberative capacity are religious 

fundamentalism, ideological conformity and segmental autonomy. 
199 Aspects of biodiversity prioritisation and presence of biodiversity discourses. 
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(1) In each country, what are the underlying conditions facilitating deliberative capacity on 

biodiversity? 

(2) In each country, what are the underlying obstructions to deliberative capacity on 

biodiversity? 

(3) How do the two countries compare in terms of underlying features that facilitate or 

obstruct deliberative capacity on biodiversity? 

First, I present in general terms the different underlying conditions of deliberative capacity on 

biodiversity. Second, I draw on the two cases to identify those features in the two countries that 

either facilitate or obstruct their respective deliberative capacity on biodiversity. 

9.2. List of underlying conditions 

In this section, I outline, in general terms, the underlying features that condition deliberative 

capacity on biodiversity. I am not aiming to comprehensively describe these features; I focus 

instead only on the obstruction or enhancement they represent for deliberative capacity on 

biodiversity. In order, I describe ecological literacy, State structure and the relative strength of 

civil society. 

9.2.1. Ecological literacy 

Ecological literacy or ecoliteracy usually entails the degree to which citizens understand 

ecological systems and processes and the extent to which those systems and processes make 

the Earth inhabitable for human beings (Orr, 1992). Some studies show that ecological literacy 

is essential for ensuring relatively strong support for environmental policies (Gilbertson, 1990, 

Smyth, 2006). In deliberative terms, ecological literacy potentially allows a certain level of 

consensus on and support for discourses that further biodiversity prioritisation. However, 

standardised metrics (e.g. OECD in 2012) that try to estimate ecological literacy or awareness 

are often limited to identifying the presence of environmental aspects in school curricula (Otto 

& Pensini, 2017). In this sense, knowledge of local biodiversity or local and traditional 

environmental practices is often ignored in these metrics. I do not limit my definition of 

ecological literacy to such metrics. Instead, I combine elements related to environmental 

awareness (Chapter 4), to knowledge of ecological systems and processes (notably local) and 

to the transmission of this knowledge through education. 
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9.2.2. State structure 

Dryzek (2009) argues that some specific aspects of State structure can enhance (or obstruct) 

deliberative capacity. To guide my analysis, I draw on Lijphart’s (2012) two models of 

democracy, which are based on two dimensions: executive-parties dimensions200 and federal-

unitary dimensions.201 Together, these two dimensions form Lijphart’s overall framework for 

his two models of democracy (consensus and majoritarian). While these two dimensions 

provide a comprehensive framework, I have identified a third dimension that is not present in 

Lijphart’s model, but is crucial in the literature on environmental politics (Barry & Eckersley, 

2005, Dryzek et al., 2003, Eckersley, 2004, Koch & Fritz, 2014, Meadowcroft, 2005): namely, 

the assumed role of the State. 

Executive-parties dimension 

The first dimension of State structure, related to executive-parties, primarily involves the 

degree of concentration of power202 and the degree of plurality of parties in power. These 

factors can have important implications for deliberative capacity on biodiversity. In general 

terms, factors that lean towards a more consensual model of democracy (in Lijphartian terms) 

can facilitate deliberative capacity on biodiversity, notably by increasing the degree of 

inclusion of plural environmental concerns and values. For instance, proportional voting 

systems typically have stricter environmental policies than majoritarian voting systems, as the 

former allow marginalised actors203 to have a voice in the empowered space (Steiner et al., 

2004). In terms of the plurality of political parties, the existence of green parties with 

reasonable electoral support seems to have a positive impact on deliberative capacity, both by 

pushing the government on environmental issues and by forcing other parties to at least 

consider environmental issues in their electoral campaigns (Christoff & Eckersley, 2011, Ward, 

2008). However, findings are more nuanced when it comes to the difference between 

parliamentary and presidential systems. For instance, whereas Fredriksson et al. (2005) and 

Ward (2008) find that parliamentary democracies set stricter environmental policies than 

presidential democracies,204 Steiner et al. (2004) show that presidentialism tends to increase 

 
200 Under executive-parties, Lijphart puts degree of concentration of executive power, relationships between legislative and 

executive powers, degree of plurality of political parties, type of electoral system and type of interest groups’ system. 
201 Under federal-unitary, Lijphart puts government structure, degree of concentration of legislative power, voting 

requirement for Constitutional change, conditions for Constitutionality, degree of (in)dependence of central banks from 

executive. 
202 Within the executive but also between executive and legislative. 
203 Including actors impacted by decisions damaging their environment. 
204 Notably thanks to a higher level of legislative cohesion and accountability between the different powers. 
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deliberative quality in parliament.205 In other words, there is no strict correlation between the 

type of system (parliamentary or presidential) and environmental policy outcomes. With this 

in mind, I try to identify the key similarities and differences are between the two countries and 

interpret whether these characteristics facilitate or restrict deliberative capacity on biodiversity. 

The federal-unitary dimension 

The second dimension of State structure consists of the administrative and jurisdictional 

structure which may be either federal or unitary. There is evidence to show that, compared to 

unitary states, federal states perform less well when it comes to environmental policy outcomes, 

particularly in the implementation of international environmental agendas (Gagnon-Légaré & 

Le Prestre, 2014). However, this evidence is nuanced by other researchers (Leibenath & Lintz, 

2018, Ward, 2008). For instance, the relatively high level of environmental protection in 

Germany illustrates that a federal country can overcome the federal difficulty and have strict 

environmental policies across relatively autonomous Länder (Leibenath & Lintz, 2018). 

Similarly, EU environmental protection is often pointed out as a success story considering the 

relatively developed supranational environmental policies (Kilian & Elgström, 2010), though 

some authors nuance or contest this claim (Burns et al., 2020, Burns & Tobin, 2016). For this 

dimension, I outline the key differences that the unitary structure of the French State and the 

federal structure of the Australian State entail for deliberative capacity on biodiversity. 

Assumed purpose of the State 

In addition to Lijphart’s two dimensions, which are largely based on political institutions, the 

third dimension concerns the role that the State plays in society, notably regarding socio-

economic factors, which are absent from Lijphart’s model of democracy. Dryzek et al. (2003) 

mention that the post-WW2 State relies on five core imperatives: internal order, external 

security, revenue (e.g. tax), economic growth and (to different extents) social welfare. The 

authors argue that a solidly established welfare State is more equipped to provide a sixth 

imperative, environmental protection (or a green State), than market liberal states. For instance, 

developed welfare States such as those in Northern Europe may more easily encourage or 

accept governmental intervention in the economy for social and environmental purposes than 

liberal market economies such as Anglo-American countries, mainly due to the widespread 

presence of ecological modernisation discourse in these States (Dryzek, 2008). Koch and Fritz 

 
205 Notably because deliberation in presidential regimes is not as constrained by party discipline as in parliamentary regimes. 
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(2014)206 nuance this claim by showing that ‘conservative’ welfare States207 (with a medium 

welfare State) generally perform better in terms of sustainability than social-democratic welfare 

States208 (with an advanced welfare State). The authors also show that these two types of 

welfare States largely outperform liberal welfare States, 209  which confirms Dryzek’s 

hypothesis. In other words, the type of State and its assumed purpose in society (e.g. protecting 

the poorest from the effects of the capitalist economy) among political elites may constitute a 

substantial condition for deliberative capacity on biodiversity. I try to outline how each 

country’s assumed purpose of the State can be an underlying condition of deliberative capacity 

on biodiversity. 

9.2.3. The relative strength of civil society 

Finally, outside the State structure, civil society plays a major role in framing environmental 

issues and policy proposals. Some authors argue that low participation of citizens in democratic 

institutions is fundamental in explaining poor environmental policy performance (Lafferty & 

Meadowcroft, 1996). This claim relies on the assumption that citizens are willing to further 

environmental protection. Koch and Fritz (2014) show a correlation between a high level of 

sustainability and a high degree of citizens’ willingness to accept cuts in their living standards 

in the name of environmental protection. Indeed, citizens from conservative welfare States are 

more willing to accept environmental reforms that affect their lifestyle than those from social-

democratic welfare States, who express similar attachment to high living standards as those 

from liberal welfare States. Put another way, the relative strength of civil society, if attached to 

solid environmental values, can enhance deliberative capacity on biodiversity notably by 

facilitating both the expression and transmission of environmental concerns. For this section, I 

describe the characteristics of civil society in France and Australia and the ways in which these 

characteristics are underlying conditions of deliberative capacity on biodiversity. 

 
206 Their study compares more or less advanced welfare States – based on Esping-Andersen (1990) conjugating level of 

income inequality (Gini index) and expenditure for social protection (percentage of GDP) – and their performance regarding 

sustainability – by compiling four indicators including ecological footprint, CO2 emission per capita, percentage of 

renewable energy in electricity production, green taxes. 
207 Finland, Japan, Germany, Italy, France, Switzerland. 
208 Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Netherlands, Belgium, Austria. 
209 UK, USA, Australia, New Zealand, Ireland, Canada. 
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9.3. Results 

I evaluate below how countries score with regard to the underlying conditions I described in 

the previous section. Table 9-1 summarises the main findings for the two countries. 

Table 9-1: Underlying conditions of the French and Australian deliberative systems on biodiversity 

Underlying Conditions France Australia 

Ecological literacy Relatively high with limitations 

State 

structure 

Executive-parties Top-down and majoritarian 

Federal-unitary Centralised Federal 

Assumed purpose of the State Active Restricted 

Relative strength civil society Strong and converging Weak and fragmented 

 

The two countries are relatively similar in their ecological literacy and executive-party 

dimension of their State structure. In contrast, they differ in the other two dimensions of State 

structure (federal-unitary and assumed purpose of the State) and with regards to the relative 

strength of their civil society. 

9.3.1. Ecological literacy 

If we consider ecological literacy as a part of the wider field of environmental awareness, it is 

relatively high in both France and Australia, though significantly higher in France than 

Australia. This relatively high level of environmental awareness in the two countries suggests 

that, in general terms, biodiversity policies can potentially be supported by a significant part of 

the French and Australian population. 

This high level of environmental awareness is notably related to the systematic presence of 

environmental programs in education (Otto & Pensini, 2017). Indeed, the two countries have 

systematically introduced educational programs on the environment in their curriculum, 

including learning about climate change and biodiversity (OECD, 2016b, OECD, 2019). 

Thanks to these programs, the number of 15 years-old students who are aware of major global 

environmental issues (including biodiversity loss), has increased in the two countries. However, 

this increase has been moderate for France and Australia compared to other countries in the 

OECD, as the two countries remain around the OECD average (Echazarra, 2018). Moreover, 

the two countries’ introduction of environmental education presents numerous limitations. For 

instance, in France compulsory environmental education is predominantly theoretical. 

Learning about local biodiversity and traditional (rural) knowledge and through outdoor 

excursions is based on voluntary programs, and this creates differences across schools and 



   

193 

often limits environmental education to purely theoretical learning (OECD, 2016a). In 

Australia, environmental education is more practical (e.g. waste reduction programs) than 

theoretical. Variation across schools is also a problem, as states and territories have different 

approaches with, for example, compulsory sustainability learning in NSW and voluntary 

programs in South Australia and Victoria (OECD, 2019). Another significant issue with 

Australian environmental education is the lack of systematic inclusion of Indigenous 

Australian (environmental) science, knowledge and language in education policy and practice 

(Aikenhead, 2002, Aikenhead et al., 2014, Michie, 2002). 

In sum, at the time of writing, while ecological literacy, in the sense of environmental 

awareness, is relatively high in the two countries, it suffers from incomplete environmental 

education programs that are often voluntary and not distributed equally across schools. As such, 

ecological literacy presents numerous gaps that stand as obstacles to deliberative capacity on 

biodiversity in the two countries. 

9.3.2. State structure 

There are numerous differences in the State structure of the two countries. While the executive-

parties dimensions of the two countries have similar features, the two State structures differ the 

most when it comes to the federal-unitary dimension and the assumed purpose of the State. 

Executive-parties dimensions 

The two countries’ State structures involve a high concentration of power in the same hands, 

although to different extents (French centralisation accentuates the concentration of power). 

This means that the State structure of France and Australia is relatively top-down. The French 

political model is conditioned by its presidentialism, while the Australian political model is 

characterised by its weak (or constrained) parliamentarism. 

Under the Fifth Republic, which began in 1958 and continues at the time of writing, the French 

State is largely president-centric. Indeed, France is the only country in the European Union in 

which the head of State nominates all the main political and administrative positions and some 

judiciary positions;210 presides over the ministers’ councils; has veto power over any policy; 

holds the main regulatory and emergency powers; has the most central role in foreign policies; 

can decide alone the formation of the government (the appointment of ministers); and has the 

 
210 Such as public prosecutor, which intervenes in case, for instance, of public order offences. 
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power of dissolution over the lower chamber, the National Assembly (Grossman & Sauger, 

2007). The presidential tendency of the Fifth Republic has even been reinforced in the last few 

decades, for instance through the alignment of presidential and legislative elections in 2000. 

This reform aimed at guaranteeing a large and stable presidential majority in the Parliament for 

the duration of the presidential mandate, which decreased from seven to five years in 2000. 

The counterbalancing role of the Parliament has therefore largely declined since then (Bourg, 

2011), which has led many commentators and MPs to denounce the French Parliament as being 

a chambre d’enregistrement, ‘rubber-stamping chamber’ (Latek, 2003). Many authors have 

tried with varying degrees of success to characterise the presidentialism of the French political 

model. For example, the Fifth Republic has been successively labelled ‘presidentialist’, 

‘hyperpresidentialist’, ‘bonapartist’, ‘monarchic’ or even ‘dictatorial’ (Duhamel & Tusseau, 

2019, Rousseau, 2007). ‘Dictatorial’ is probably exaggerated as France has a Constitution that 

guarantees democratic institutions (e.g. elections), some degree of separation of powers and 

major individual and collective freedoms (e.g. press freedom and the right to strike). The other 

descriptions rightly point out that no other liberal democracy has more power and prerogatives 

concentrated in one person. This concentration of power restricts plural expression, notably 

regarding environmental concerns. 

Compared to France, the Australian political system is more parliamentary, in the sense that 

the Parliament has legislative power alongside and, in some circumstances, over the executive, 

as do many other countries that share features of the Westminster model of democracy (Lijphart, 

2012). However, the Australian parliamentarism is relatively weak, compared to other similar 

State structures (Sawer et al., 2009). Thus, the Parliament is largely driven by parties’ 

antagonistic interests, by a systematic alignment of parties’ interests in both legislative and 

executive powers and by a stable majority in the lower house controlled by the executive. In 

other words, the Australian Parliament does not fulfil its strict role of controlling the 

government (Sawer et al. 2009). For instance, the executive can use discretionary power to 

allow development projects despite their environmental impact in many circumstances (Dovers, 

2013, Evans, 2017). As a result, for some authors, Australia cannot be considered a 

parliamentary system but rather a semi-parliamentary or constrained parliamentary system at 

best (Taflaga, 2018). This suggests that Australia, like France, is marked by a high level of 

concentration of power in the same hands, primarily influenced by the two prominent political 

parties and their respective institutional and organisational support. In environmental terms, 
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this suggests that more marginal interests and discourses have limited avenues to influence 

government action and decisions, compared to majoritarian interests. Moreover, the strong 

antagonism that characterises the Australian two-party system can restrict government action 

on the environment, especially when the party in government at the state and the federal level 

differs. 

In sum, the two countries have a relatively top-down State structure, in the sense that they are 

both characterised by a high concentration of powers in the same hands. Indeed, the executive 

power is not systematically controlled by the legislative power. Moreover, in both countries, 

political party plurality is limited by a majoritarian voting system, proportional voting 

occurring only in the Senate and in the European Parliament for France (Lijphart, 2012). As a 

result, the Australian and the French executive-parties systems are relatively exclusive, as 

‘minor’ political parties – and the discourses they support – have only limited avenues for 

transmitting concerns (Rosanvallon, 2008). There are some minor differences between the two 

countries when it comes to the party dimension. The most noticeable difference is the 

multiplicity (and fragmentation) of parties in France,211 which sometimes form coalitions and 

help by offering a plurality of perspectives. In contrast, Australia is predominantly marked by 

the two-party system, as the influence of the Green party on the structure of the two-party 

system remains marginal (Lijphart, 2012). However, these differences between the two 

countries are minor and, when it comes to deliberative capacity on biodiversity, the current 

executive-parties dimension of the two countries presents numerous obstructions. Power is 

concentrated by the predominance of the executive (over the legislative) and plurality is limited 

by the majoritarian voting system that only allows a restricted number of parties in power. 

Federal/unitary dimensions 

In contrast to the executive-parties dimension previously described, the administrative 

structure of the two countries, that is, their relative degree of centralisation (from federal to 

unitary), presents major differences. Considering the tendency for higher levels of government 

to be more environmentally progressive than lower ones (Gagnon-Légaré & Le Prestre, 2014), 

France presents an advantage with its unitary structure and membership of the EU, compared 

to the Australian federalism. 

 
211 For example, on the left side of the political spectrum there are among others EELV, Générations, PS, PCF, LFI and the 

New Anticapitalist Party (NPA). 
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In the past, in the French centralised State, most political decisions were made in Paris and 

applied nationally. The decentralisation process that started in the 1980s is not complete and 

the French administrative system is now a mix of centralised and decentralised services.212 In 

some ways, once scientific consensus is made on an issue like biodiversity loss, the 

centralisation of the French State can facilitate, a more systemic response through an ecological 

planning agenda framed and supervised by a central agency, the AFB and its regional 

declination (Dupont & Lucas, 2017, Theys & Guimont, 2019). However, centralisation is also 

problematic for biodiversity. While a centralised State can coordinate actions to minimise 

global pressures on biodiversity (e.g. productivism, consumerism and pollution) across 

territories, many solutions to biodiversity loss (e.g. agroecology) equally rely on local 

initiatives (Bourg 2010). The following quote from an LPO interviewee illustrates this point 

and the problems with French centralisation. 

Because France is a centralised country, when we talk about governance, we look at Paris. 

However, what is important is what happens in the territories, with regionalisation, etc. We 

don’t have this culture in France, we are caught between two stools with national governance 

and great variability across regions (Interview LPO 27/09/2017). 

The interviewee points out the contradictions of the French centralised system, which maintains 

a high level of geographical concentration of power in Paris that can undermine the complexity 

and diversity of other territories. The violent reaction of the State against the ZADs is a sign 

that certain local and community initiatives are not welcomed by the State if they are not framed, 

regulated or initiated by State institutions. French centralisation is thus an advantage for 

facilitating coordination of environmental policy and implementing international 

environmental agreements, but can also obstruct more localised initiatives. The French 

centralisation is complemented by European environmental policy, which is sometimes 

considered as one of the EU’s greatest ‘success stories’. Indeed, compared to other sectors, 

environmental policy has benefited from strong and well-established intergovernmental and 

public support (Burns et al., 2020). This support notably helped European environmental policy 

to avoid a similar dismantling of environmental regulation faced by other regions after the GFC 

in the early 2010s. In sum, the French State structure combines a high degree of centralisation 

 
212 French decentralisation takes often the form of ‘deconcentration’ (rather than a delegation or devolution) of power, which 

consists in keeping a centralised decision-making process while delegating implementation of decisions at the lower level 

(Linda Yuliani 2004). 
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and a solid European environmental framework, both contributing to relatively strong support 

for environmental policy. 

In contrast, Australia has a federal model in which states and territories are guaranteed some 

level of control over many aspects (including land and wildlife), except where Australia has 

signed up to relevant international treaties. The Australian political system is often described 

as ‘Washminster’, which involves a combination of influence from both the American federal 

model (Washington) and the British (Westminster) institutional legacy (Lijphart, 2012). In 

Australia, numerous norms and policies in all sectors are decided at the state level. The federal 

level has been granted legislative power in multiple sectors including military defence, 

corporations, immigration, taxation and foreign affairs (Section 51(xixx) of the Constitution of 

Australia). The power balance between states/territories and the federal government has been 

a subject of ongoing discussion and tension in Australian politics (Fenna, 2007). The federal 

government at times has taken on a larger (and more successful) role in environmental policy 

based on the ‘external affairs power’ (i.e. pursuant to environmental treaties that Australia has 

signed up to) under section 51(xxix). However, states/territories and federal governments 

regularly compete for legitimacy and sometimes paralyse government action with 

contradictory policies at each level. In short, while federalism can facilitate checks and 

balances between state and federal levels of government, it also has negative effects on 

government intervention, which is often marked by a lack of coordination between different 

levels of governance, notably due to a lack of implementation of ‘soft’ federal policy at the 

state level (Cash et al., 2006, Gagnon-Légaré & Le Prestre, 2014). The following quote from 

an interviewee of ACIUCN illustrates this lack of coordination between the state/territory and 

federal levels by giving the example of the Indigenous protected area system. 

Another significant change is the Indigenous protected area program initiated by the federal 

government and resisted enormously by the states. They thought it was not a serious 

conservation program, they didn’t like the idea of Indigenous people being in control, 

notably some conservation groups (Interview ACIUCN 22/04/2018). 

In the case of Indigenous protected areas, the federal Government was willing to develop 

biodiversity conservation programs connected to Indigenous Australian land ownership (and 

therefore designed more in social-ecological discourse). This contrasted with the states’ vision 

of conservation anchored in a nature preservation discourse, which does not consider lore 

(Indigenous ‘customary’ law) as a decent environmental conservation guideline. Such 

misunderstanding is an example of the gaps and tension that exist between the state/territory 
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and federal levels in terms of environmental vision and degree of commitment. Several 

attempts to mitigate the lack of coordination have generated more substantial discussions 

between different levels of government. Among these attempts, discussion of environmental 

issues at the Council of Australian Government (COAG) – regular meetings between the Prime 

Minister, heads of states and territories and the president of the Australian Local Government 

Association – is the most significant institutional change. Meetings of Environmental Ministers 

(MEM), established in 2013, represent another mechanism aimed at mitigating 

intergovernmental conflict. If these mechanisms are opportunities to create more coordination 

between different levels of government, the point of tension between state/territory and federal 

levels is still a determining and often an undermining feature of Australian environmental 

politics. Moreover, the absence of long-term willingness to push an environmental agenda at 

the federal level contrasts with permanent federal leadership on security, economic and 

financial issues. This suggests that environmental issues are often ‘relegated’ to the 

state/territory level and therefore considered as minor issues. 

In summary, the French centralised system combined with a strong EU environmental policy 

contribute to framing a more effective governmental response to biodiversity loss. However, 

the expression of local concerns is often limited by the relative rigidity of French centralism. 

Authentic decentralisation is therefore needed to associate local responses to the French 

centralised authority. In contrast, the federal structure of the Australian State makes 

biodiversity governance complex, resulting in a lack of consistency and coherence of 

environmental policy across the different levels of government and a great variation across 

states/territories. For these reasons, the Australian federal structure is more an obstacle (that 

can be overcome) than a complete obstruction to deliberative capacity on biodiversity. In this 

regard, Althaus and Morrison (2015: 94) suggested that Australian Federation should be 

‘recalibrated … to ecological and scaled-down regional needs’ so that the land and its history 

constitute a fundamental pillar of the new jurisdictions. Such redefinitions of jurisdictions 

could mitigate the ongoing interstate and interlevel tension. 

Assumed purpose of the State 

The final aspect of State structure relates to the role that the State plays in society. In general 

terms, the two countries are embedded in a Western (some would say ‘modern’) conception of 

the State, which is largely disconnected from ecological or social-ecological systems (Bourg, 
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2018).213 However, beyond this general similar feature, the two countries’ assumed purpose of 

the State differs significantly, as the State has a much more prominent role in society in France 

than in Australia. 

According to many historians (Braudel, 1986), it is impossible to conceive of the French nation 

without its State, as France is principally a State-centred nation, with, for instance, its large 

public service employing slightly less than 10% of the French population and its government 

spending in proportion to the GDP being one of the world’s highest at about 56% (Besbes et 

al., 2019). The empowered space of France is grounded in the historical roots of what has been 

simplistically called ‘Jacobinism’, or more accurately described as ‘political culture of 

generalities’ (some would say ‘of universality’) by Rosanvallon (2006). This political culture 

rests mainly on three aspects: a unitary nation, a demand for direct (or immediate) democracy 

and the ‘cult of law’. The first aspect, the unitary nation, is the conception of a nation governed 

by a centralised authority in the name of all its jurisdictions, an aspect that I described in the 

previous sub-section. The second aspect, the demand for direct democracy, is the vision 

according to which the ‘people’ have the ability to frame societal and political issues like a 

coherent body, a sort of political superorganism which tends to essentialise both regional 

specificities and individuals’ agency to offer a unique opinion. The third and final aspect, the 

‘cult of law’, is the somewhat naïve celebration of the rational ground of government acts, 

instead of a scrutiny of the procedural function of democratic institutions. These three aspects 

of French political culture are often grouped in what is commonly called the sens de l’Etat 

(Silberman, 1993). On the environmental front, the sens de l’Etat has contributed to framing 

the prominent attitude of ‘environmental republicanism’214 among a significant part of French 

political and administrative elites since the 1990s. This attitude relies on three aspects that 

partially overlap characteristics of ecological modernisation. The first aspect of environmental 

republicanism is a permanent link between science and policy (often called ‘rationalisation of 

governance’ among governmental actors). The second aspect is a structured environmental 

dialogue that involves key stakeholders and citizens in governance structures. The third aspect 

consists of continuous attempts to strengthen environmental policy (notably through the 

 
213 For instance, in the two countries, bioregions do not constitute political jurisdictions in themselves. Existing jurisdictions 

(départements and régions in France and states and territories in Australia) are the heritage of administrative decisions 

without much considerations for socioenvironmental aspects. 
214 I borrow this concept from Chappey et al. (2019). Their analysis focuses on the ecological project embedded in the 

Directoire – period between 1795 and 1799 during which France was governed by a five-member committee – and reveals 

the prominence of the naturalist cosmology, the centrality of the ‘common good’, and some form of universalism that has 

stimulated the colonial, commercial and agrarian project of France during that time. 
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connection between science and policy) while maintaining economic growth at every level of 

governance. Environmental republicanism is however not hegemonic. For instance, while 

climate and biodiversity issues are integrated in the formation of French political and 

administrative elites,215 they do not play a central role in the curricula of the elite schools’ in 

the French tertiary education system (Boeuf, 2020, Rosanvallon, 2020, The Shift Project, 

2020).216 At the same time, the State-centred vision of environmental republicanism has been 

challenged but also influenced by neoliberalism, which aims at reducing the role and the 

material capacity of the State in favour of the market (Comet, 2009). As a result, French 

political elites have been divided between a State-centric focus aimed at strengthening the role 

of the State with regards to environmental regulation (environmental republicanism), and a 

more privatised vision, preferring a response by the private sector alongside or over the State 

(neoliberalism). In this contrastive context, biodiversity loss, as well as climate change, have 

nonetheless been identified as consensual issues. The divisive question concerns the role that 

the State should play in response to these crises. In other words, there is agreement on the 

problem but divergence on the solutions when it comes to the assumed role of the State. 

The Australian empowered space, like that of other Anglo-American countries, is influenced 

by a similar rationalisation of the State as the one that occurred in the UK or in the US (Lijphart, 

2012). In this sense, Australian political elites are historically made up of professionalised 

individuals who have gained expertise and professional ethics largely outside the State 

(Silberman, 1993), despite often graduating from public universities. This type of reproduction 

of political and administrative elites has partially determined the role that the Australian 

Government plays in Australian society, a role that is significantly more marginal than in 

France. The assumed role of the Australian State is marked by three key characteristics: a 

fragile sense of the ‘general interest’ of the State; the prominence of sectoral silos; and the 

conversion of political elites to neoliberalism since the 1970s. The first characteristic involves 

a fragile sense of the ‘general interest’ of the State. Indeed, among Australian political and 

administrative elites, there is no consensus on the nature and the role that the State should play 

in society. On the contrary, the purposes of the State are subject to constant debates between 

 
215 The reproduction of French political and administrative elites occurs in selective and prestigious higher education public 

institutions, the Grandes Ecoles, the most prestigious being the Ecole National d’Administration (ENA). Most important 

political, administrative and economic positions in French society are dominated by a relatively homogenous class, a ‘State 

nobility’, who has been through the passage obligé (compulsory path) of the Grandes Ecoles (Bourdieu 1989). This is the 

case for all presidents of the Fifth Republic and a large majority of senior officials. 
216 The most distinguished school, ENA, is currently undergoing reform that is notably intended to strengthen the ecological 

dimension of the curriculum. 
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the partisans of government intervention in different aspects of society and partisans of 

government laissez-faire. This debate has been dominated by the latter, who have endorsed 

neoliberalism since the 1980s (Marsh & Miller, 2012). With a relatively weakened and 

privatised public service, 217  the purposes of Australian State are left to debates between 

parliamentarians. Considering the adversarial nature of Australian parliamentary politics, the 

purpose of the State is thus a very divisive question. As one former senior policy officer from 

the Department of Agriculture puts it, regarding the Murray-Darling Basin plan: 

If there had been consistency of party leadership, we would have seen greater long-term 

success and not the insecure situation we face now (Former senior policy officer from 

Department of Agriculture, 05/05/2018). 

The interviewee links directly the volatility of an environmental issue with the lack of sustained 

environmental leadership over partisan conflicts. This shows that the general mission of the 

State to protect environmental assets is placed below partisan interests and ideological visions. 

The second characteristic is the prominence of sectoral silos that I have described in previous 

chapters, which can be summarised as the relative independence of different governmental 

sectors (i.e. agriculture, environment) from one another. This characteristic is one reason why 

ecological modernisation and the sustainable development agenda have failed in Australia. As 

a member of the ACIUCN frames it: 

In Australia, the Sustainable Development Goals framework has not revolutionised or 

transformed thinking. That doesn’t give me any hope or confidence yet. In the governments 

and the bureaucracy, things are still done in silos. (Interview ACIUCN 22/04/2018) 

While the SDGs have not revolutionised thinking elsewhere, they have had more impact in 

other countries, notably in the EU, where silos are less obvious and where the SDGs have 

influenced public policy framing at multiple levels of governance (OECD, 2019). In Australia, 

the SDGs have had little or no impact on governmental core purpose and functioning. Closely 

linked to the first characteristic, the third one – neoliberalism, sometimes called economic 

rationalism – has marked Australian environmental politics since it came into existence (Cahill, 

2007, Marsh & Miller, 2012). Neoliberalism has contributed to weakening the regulatory and 

protective role of the State in many ways, notably through hostile rhetoric against any 

government intervention and environmental regulation (‘green tape’) or by implementing a 

deregulation agenda (Dovers, 2013, McDonald, 2016). The influence of neoliberalism has, 

 
217 There is a sharp contrast between the public service as a set governmental ‘duties’ described by Butler (1974) and the 

chain of ‘contracts’ between ‘consumers’ and service providers described by Bevir (2006) or Peters (2002). 
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however, been limited in many extractive sectors in Australia. For instance, coal mining and 

forestry, which are very resistant to the regulation of the environmental impact of their 

activities, are still heavily subsidised and politically supported, often through public-private 

partnerships, by both federal and State governments (Bührs & Christoff, 2006, Cahill, 2007, 

Marsh & Miller, 2012). These three aspects illustrate the fact that environmental issues are 

very divisive questions that are processed through adversarial politics. As a result, 

environmental issues rarely lead to bipartisan and consensual visions over the long term in the 

Australian empowered space. The absence of sustained leadership on the environmental front 

is both a symptom of these characteristics and a major cause for the volatility of environmental 

issues, often caught in the power-seeking game. 

To conclude, the State structure of the two countries presents obstacles and enhancers for 

deliberative capacity, but in Australia, the State structure presents more obstacles than it does 

in France. While both France and Australia have a relatively top-down State structure in terms 

of the executive-parties dimension, the two countries differ when it comes to their 

administrative structure and the assumed role of the State. In terms of administrative structure, 

the centralisation of France and the support of the EU environmental framework tends to 

enhance deliberative capacity. In contrast, the Australian federal state is an obstacle to 

deliberative capacity on biodiversity, although this obstacle can be overcome at times or in 

some sectors overcome. In terms of the assumed purpose of the State, the French case benefits 

from an already established legitimacy of the French State to regulate economic activity for 

social or environmental reasons, thereby extending the role of the State from a social State to 

an environmental State, although this view remains challenged by neoliberalism. In contrast, 

the Australian State is less encouraged to intervene in the economy for environmental reasons 

as environmental issues face the triple obstacle of adversarial politics, sectoral silos and 

neoliberalism. The State structure of the two countries is not the only condition that represents 

a major difference between the two countries. The relative strength of civil society in the two 

countries equally conditions deliberative capacity on biodiversity. 

9.3.3. The relative strength of civil society 

The relative strength of civil society is a key feature conditioning deliberative capacity on 

biodiversity. This is perhaps the aspect on which the two countries differ the most. France is 

characterised by a vibrant and often converging civil society that has partly endorsed 

environmental values. In contrast, while Australia is marked by a relatively strong 
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environmental movement, this movement is poorly related to other parts of the broader civil 

society. In this respect, Australian civil society appears to be particularly fragmented. 

On the other hand, perhaps in response to the centralised and top-down French State structure 

I previously described, a key distinctive feature of the French deliberative system is the 

vibrancy and often boiling nature of its public space. In modern history, the French public space 

is marked by the recurrence of revolutionary episodes and regime changes to a greater extent 

than other European and Anglo-American countries. According to Habermas (1991), the 

French ‘public sphere’ 218  emerged quite suddenly in the late 18th century. This sudden 

emergence of the public sphere partially explains why the French public space regularly 

translates into revolutionary episodes. Rosanvallon (2004) describes French civil society as the 

recurrent expression of concern and interest for equality and freedom, the former involving 

claims for a (more) egalitarian economic and social system and the latter the demand for radical 

democratic reforms (notably towards direct democracy). As a result, the constitutional triptych 

Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité is, at least in its symbolic form, a normative guideline for a 

significant part of the French public space and a regular call for accountability for its political 

representatives (Rosanvallon, 2006). What does this vibrant public space mean for biodiversity? 

Three core ideas can provide some answer to this question: the quest for equality and 

environmental issues are linked in the French environmental movement; the French population 

is profoundly dissatisfied with current economic and political institutions; the failure of current 

political institutions to react to these radical claims lead to episodes of civil unrest which 

incorporate environmental concerns. First, biodiversity loss and other environmental issues 

cannot be thought of independently from the quest for equality in a significant part of the 

French public space. This is related to the cultural background of environmental groups in 

France, according to an interviewee from FNE, the peak coalition of environmental groups: 

In the world of French environmental protection associations and in Catholic culture more 

broadly, money stinks! We are far away from Anglo-Saxon cultures (Interview FNE 

15/11/2017). 

While the religious dimension expressed in this quote may be an overstatement, considering 

the minor role that the Catholic church plays in contemporary society, this quote raises a 

 
218 In Habermas’ terms, the ‘public sphere’ includes the areas where individuals and groups frame societal issues and 

potentially explore ways to respond to these issues politically. The way I use ‘public space’ is closely related to Habermas’ 

public sphere with the exemption that I pay more attention to the discourses framing societal issues than the areas where 

these issues (and discourses) are produced. 
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fundamental aspect, namely, the mistrust towards the way economic questions are framed in 

the empowered space. The interviewee justified this mistrust by the fact that the framing of 

economic questions often places economic ‘imperatives’ in opposition to social and 

environmental ‘constraints’, thereby introducing a hierarchy of priorities unfavourable to social 

and environmental interests. Second, a significant and growing part of the population is 

particularly dissatisfied with existing political and economic institutions and aspires instead, to 

rapid reforms of these institutions. As I discussed in Chapter 4, polls and surveys show that 

about 55% of the French population aspires to an ‘ecological utopia’, which combines 

establishing a more egalitarian economic system, halting environmental pressures 219  and 

preparing societies for quickly-changing environmental conditions by reforming the economic 

model towards local (rather than purely global) needs (ADEME et al., 2019). Thirdly, current 

French political and economic institutions often do not adapt quickly enough to the demand for 

a rapid societal shift exerted by a significant part of society. Exacerbated by Macron’s top-

down style of governing, the Yellow Vests movement that began in November 2018 

exemplifies the gap between political institutions and societal demand. Considering the huge 

support this popular uprising received from environmental researchers, ENGOs and political 

parties advocating for a rapid ecological transition,220 this movement has rapidly framed claims 

for some form of ecological solidarity. 221  The Yellow Vests movement has even been 

considered by some authors as the first mass social-ecological movement in France (Azam, 

2019, Laurent, 2019, Plenel, 2019, Rosanvallon, 2020). In this regard, the Yellow Vests 

movement has both benefited from and reinforced existing social-ecological coalitions 

(described in Chapter 5), which now constitute major pools of ideas and propositions for an 

ecological and solidary future.222 Popular uprisings like the Yellow Vests movement are not to 

be considered a threat to democratic or environmental values (Rancière, 2005). The Yellow 

Vests movement has rather been the expression of a vibrant and creative part of civil society 

that is concerned with solidarity, democratic reforms and environmental issues and that 

stimulates the political imaginary and pushes existing institutions to respond to these concerns. 

 
219 Notably from mass productivism and consumerism. 
220 EELV, LFI, Générations, part of the PS, PCF and NPA. 
221 One prominent slogan of this movement, Fin du monde, fin du mois, même combat ! (end of the world, end of the month, 

same struggle!) is the product of interactions between ENGOs and Yellow Vests protesters. It articulates social (equality) 

and ecological (primarily climate change and biodiversity loss) claims. 
222 Direct consequences of the Yellow Vests movement include the 2019 convention citoyenne sur la transition écologique 

(citizens’ convention for ecological transition) and two major coalitions pushing for a social-ecological response to the 

global pandemic Covid-19 in 2020 ‘Plus Jamais ça’ and ‘Le temps est venu’, which reflect the coalitions of actors described 

in Chapter 5. The common characteristics between these episodes, apart from the direct reference to the Yellow Vests 

movement in their core purpose, is the articulation of social and ecological justice as a single agenda. 
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Unlike France and other countries in which the public space is born and nurtured during and 

by revolutionary episodes, the formation of Australian’s public space, like that of the UK, has 

been a much slower and incremental process (Silberman, 1993). In these latter countries, the 

public space has rarely been interested in overthrowing the political regime. Setting aside the 

colonial aspect of Australian history and its influence on contemporary society, the Australian 

public space is often said to be anchored in a pragmatic and individualistic worldview (Collins, 

1985). Pragmatism implies the adoption of problem-solving strategies rather than ideational 

attitudes to political issues when they arise. Individualism prioritises individual needs and 

concerns (such as individual freedom) above collective or societal issues. Marsh and Miller 

(2012: 129) relate this pragmatic and individualistic attitude largely to two factors: ‘[t]he 

absence of revolutionary impetus to national consolidation’ and ‘Australia’s physical size and 

relatively sparse population’. As a result, the Australian public space is predominantly formed 

of diverse sections of the public, with different identity-claims that rarely meet on common 

ideational grounds. A typical example of this is the absence of sustained convergence between 

claims from nature preservation discourse and the more marginal decolonising nature discourse. 

Indeed, the ideological Constitution of a significant part of the environmental movement is 

largely anchored in ideas of wilderness or protection of nature, which promote a dehumanised 

vision of Australia’s natural environment that dismisses Indigenous Australians as social-

ecological agents (Christoff, 2016, Pickerill, 2018, Plumwood, 2002). However, while 

Indigenous Australians do not form permanent alliances with the Australian environmental 

movement, they occasionally work together and converge on more specific struggles 

(Burgmann, 2003, Hutton & Connors, 1999). The Adani case mentioned in the previous chapter 

or the green ban movement in the 1970s223 are examples of such episodic convergence. 

In sum, the environmental public spaces in France and in Australia look very different. The 

French environmental movement often converges with an already vibrant and sometimes 

boiling part of civil society calling the State to fulfil its responsibility in ensuring social equality 

and protection of individual and collective rights. In this sense, the environmental movement 

in France nourishes (on the environmental front) the noticeable desire for rapid and radical 

social and political change. In Australia, the environmental movement is more isolated from 

other issue-based movements, such as the land rights movement or what remains of the workers’ 

movement. While some episodes of convergence between different groups have occurred, 

 
223 The green ban movement led to collective claims from Sydney’s construction workers and environmental groups for the 

preservation of buildings for social and environmental reasons 
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particularly in the past or on some specific cases (e.g. green bans), the Australian public space 

is more fragmented. In other words, biodiversity is now considered as a social element and 

broadly connects to questions of justice and emancipation in the dominant paradigm of the 

French environmental movement (Chansigaud, 2017, Persico, 2016). In contrast, biodiversity 

has a more antagonistic legacy in Australia, as the prominent nature preservation perspective 

opposes both economic development and (to a lesser extent) the peopled landscape vision 

defended by Aboriginal communities (Pickerill, 2018). 

9.4. Conclusion 

In summary, France and Australia are similar when it comes to ecological literacy and some 

aspects of the State structure. These two aspects constitute obstacles to deliberative capacity in 

the two countries as they notably restrict transmission of plural concerns to the empowered 

space. The major differences between the two countries relate to the federal-unitary dimension, 

the assumed purpose of the State and the relative strength of civil society. These three aspects 

constitute facilitators in the French case and obstacles in the Australian case. When it comes to 

biodiversity (and environmental) policy, what do these three aspects say about the nature of 

the relationship between the public and the empowered space of each country?  

In France, environmental governance has been characterised, particularly since the beginning 

of the 2000s, by a sustained ‘environmental dialogue’ (analogous to the ‘social dialogue’ 

between government, business and workers organisations) in which certain environmental 

organisations are involved in the highest State institutions. Environmental dialogue is a way to 

mitigate the tension between the French State and a part of French civil society pushing for 

strong environmental reform. An interviewee from the FNE best captured this tension in a 

quote about the Grenelle de l’Environnement (2007), commonly known as a key step of the 

environmental dialogue in France: 

I believe that the Grenelle de l’Environnement has been a great moment. Even if it has not 

revolutionised practice, every actor has learnt the existence of each other and the depth of 

environmental issues. The tide really changed at that time, although there is a bit of backflow 

at the moment (Interview FNE 15/11/2017). 

This quote illustrates that there has been transmission occurring in environmental dialogue. 

However, the interviewee also mentions that transmission was limited as part of the rapidly 

transformative agenda suggested by the environmental dialogue has not occurred. This is 

notably because part of the critical capacity of civil society organisations has been reduced due 
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to its temporary absorption by the State. For instance, an interviewee from the LPO elaborated, 

in relation to the environmental dialogue: 

It’s true that there were good things, some issues have moved forward. On the other hand, I 

think we have been ripped off in the fusion. We have moved to the other side of the forum. 

We have not been able to play our opposition role as we did before (Interview LPO 

27/09/2017). 

The interviewee mentions the word ‘fusion’ here to emphasise the trade-off that participation 

in environmental dialogue means for environmental groups. Confirming warnings from Dryzek 

et al. (2003) regarding the perils of an inclusive (or corporatist) State, such as Germany, in the 

long run, the critical role played by these groups has indeed been partially suppressed in these 

dialogue institutions. Reversing this argument, thanks to the recognition of the legitimacy of 

some environmental organisations, biodiversity loss and climate change have been placed at 

the forefront of the governmental agenda and discourses in the French empowered space. 

In contrast, in Australia, the disengagement of the State from its regulatory role has instituted 

a ‘client-based’ relationship between the State and its citizens, drastically limiting citizens’ 

input in environmental decision-making (Ross & Dovers, 2008). This change has occurred 

since the early 1990s, but increased significantly during the Howard government era between 

1996 and 2007 (Curran, 2015).224 The relationship between the federal state, most states and 

territories and the environmental public space has largely worsened since 2013, when the 

Coalition took power at the federal level. Since then, environmental groups have been targeted 

by hostile politics and powerful controversy manufacturers have cultivated ‘ecological urgency 

denial’ in partisan media on multiple fronts, including climate change (McDonald, 2016). In 

other words, the Australian Government operates like an actively exclusive State that makes 

deliberate choices to diminish civil society organisations. This detrimental role of the State 

(exclusion) has led some civil society organisations (Chapter 8), particularly on the 

environmental front, to take a more autonomous position from the government and engage 

directly with the rest of civil society. As an interviewee from the ACF explained about a 

symposium on the future of environmental governance in Australia: 

In the context of the Better Laws Better Planet symposium, we’ve made a deliberate choice 

not to include the government as we wanted to keep the hands-on the agenda and the themes 

(Interview ACF 12/07/2018). 

 
224 Notably by preventing senior politicians from interacting with representatives of ENGOs. 
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While this quote shows a significant level of agency from civil society organisations with a 

high degree of autonomy to define an environmental agenda, they do not have the political 

legitimacy and the material capacity that the government has. This quote illustrates that the 

relationship between the State and civil society is often mutually exclusive and does not 

contribute to any environmental reform. This relationship has largely degraded over the period 

I studied (2009-19 and beyond). 

The next chapter concludes this thesis by outlining the main features of the two deliberative 

systems on biodiversity, reflecting on how to improve each deliberative system and providing 

recommendations for future research on both biodiversity governance and deliberative 

democratic theory. 
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Chapter 10. Conclusion 

10.1. Introduction 

This chapter concludes by reviewing my answer to the main research question, namely, To 

what extent does the deliberative capacity of France and Australia determine how effectively 

they prioritise biodiversity? Instead of commenting on every single research finding (outlined 

in the following table, Table 10-1), this chapter focuses on two key findings. The first is that 

inclusiveness and authenticity matter equally. In this sense, greater inclusion of plural 

biodiversity discourses and a balance between consensus and contestation are necessary 

conditions to further biodiversity prioritisation and therefore challenge the dominant paradigm, 

which tends to see nature as a sum of resources to be extracted.225 The second key finding is 

that it is important that plural transmission mechanisms coexist. Similarly, deliberative 

accountability is crucial to deliberative capacity. However, this form of accountability is 

missing in France and Australia. The following table (Table 10-1) summarises the main 

findings of the thesis. These findings are organised around the research objectives I outlined in 

the introductory chapter (cross reference chapter 1).

 
225 Numerous concepts could capture such a paradigm: productivism, extractivism and/or capitalism. All these concepts 

share a common perception of nature as predominantly a sum of resources. This perception is the fundamental pillar of 

economic development discourse. 
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Evaluate the degree of 

biodiversity prioritisation 

(Chapter 4) 

• France performs better than Australia on all components of biodiversity prioritisation 

• Among OECD countries, France is one the highest ranking and Australia one of the lowest 

Outline the main 

characteristics of 

deliberative systems 

(Chapter 5 and Chapter 6) 

• Both French and Australian public spaces have four biodiversity discourses, though with unequal presence 

• Both French and Australian empowered spaces have one prominent biodiversity discourse 

• France has more discourses that significantly influence the empowered space than Australia  

Compare the extent to 

which deliberative 

systems are inclusive, 

authentic and 

consequential 

(Chapter 7) 

• France has a more inclusive deliberative system than Australia, as there is a greater variety of interests and discourses 

in the French public and empowered spaces on biodiversity than in Australian equivalents 

• France has a more authentic deliberative system – in which competing discourses interact productively – than 

Australia, which is characterised by a predominantly antagonistic discursive setting 

• Consequentiality is higher in France than in Australia as the French productive discursive setting allows a higher 

degree of biodiversity prioritisation in decision-making 

Understand the role of 

transmission and 

accountability (Chapter 8) 

• France has a more diverse set of inclusive and effective transmission mechanisms than Australia. This diverse set of 

transmission mechanisms partly explains why more discourses reach the empowered space in France than in Australia 

•  Both France and Australia score low on deliberative accountability but France has more sanctioning accountability 

(notably thanks to the EU) than Australia  

Understand the underlying 

conditions for deliberative 

capacity (Chapter 9) 

• Deliberative capacity on biodiversity relies on structures: the nature (inclusive/exclusive) of the State and the 

relationship between the State and civil society. 

• To some extent, these two structures constitute facilitators of deliberative capacity in France and obstacles in Australia 

Provide recommendations 

for research on 

biodiversity governance 

and on (green) 

deliberative democracy 

• Research on biodiversity governance would benefit from decentring its focus on international governance and pay 

more attention to national environmental politics to identify critical actors within countries that can both provide new 

avenues for biodiversity reform and spaces of democratisation of national biodiversity policy 

• Deliberative capacity on biodiversity is a necessary step towards developing environmental protection as a core 

priority of the State. Further cross-country comparisons on a similar or different set of environmental issues could 

further analyse the link between deliberative capacity and components of the green State 
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I first outline the lessons I draw from the case studies in terms of inclusiveness and 

authenticity. Second, I move to transmission and accountability aspects. Finally, I provide 

some policy recommendations for France and Australia and recommendations for 

research on biodiversity governance and green deliberative democracy. 

10.2. Inclusiveness and authenticity 

The first findings I discuss in this conclusion are largely drawn from the discourse 

analysis developed from Chapter 5 to Chapter 7. Here, I show that inclusiveness is 

fundamental in both the public and the empowered spaces. When it comes to authenticity, 

I emphasise the importance of maintaining a balance between consensus and contestation. 

The relative prominence of specific biodiversity discourses in a deliberative system has 

important implications for the deliberative capacity (inclusiveness, authenticity and 

consequentiality) of a system and for biodiversity prioritisation. For instance, while the 

strong presence of economic development discourse implies low deliberative capacity 

and low biodiversity prioritisation, the strong presence of social-ecological discourse 

implies high deliberative capacity and biodiversity prioritisation. Below, I provide some 

lessons from the case studies in terms of inclusiveness and authenticity, as well as of some 

elements of consequentiality. 

10.2.1. For greater inclusiveness 

In terms of inclusiveness, both the public and empowered spaces should have a plurality 

of influential discourses that further biodiversity prioritisation. Plural biodiversity 

discourses can contribute to a more profound understanding of the complexity and the 

depth of the problem (biodiversity loss) and more comprehensive sets of solutions 

(notably related to prioritising biodiversity in decision-making). In that respect, I have 

shown from Chapter 5 to Chapter 7 that the discursive setting in the French public and 

empowered spaces is more inclusive than in the Australian equivalents. From these two 

case studies, I conclude that greater inclusiveness is a positive feature, as long as it is 

aligned with greater authenticity, since greater authenticity means that discourses that 

undermine biodiversity will not survive. 

The French public space is marked by the influence of three complementary discourses: 

ecological collapse, ecological solidarity and ecological modernisation. This influence is 

linked to a set of complementary coalitions of actors favouring the expression of multiple 
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interests that further biodiversity prioritisation in different ways (Chapter 5). This 

influence is largely exemplified by all opinion polls I consulted, which show a clear and 

stable majority of the population favouring environmental protection over short-term 

economic development for multiple reasons (Chapter 4). At the same time, the French 

empowered space, under the influence of ecological modernisation, has played a 

relatively active role in advancing environmental concerns. However, the transformative 

potential of ecological modernisation has been limited by two factors in the empowered 

space: the failed uptake of more transformative discourses (ecological collapse and 

ecological solidarity discourses) and the remaining influence of economic development 

discourse. Regarding the former, while many words and concepts have been included in 

the empowered space, they have not (yet) produced robust institutional change. 

Regarding the latter, economic development discourse remains influential in many 

productive sectors. This discourse is by nature relatively exclusive as it refuses to reflect 

on and discuss the systemic (or structural) character of environmental issues. 

In contrast to the French public space, while the Australian empowered space is marked 

by the prominence of economic development discourse, the public space is marked by the 

prominence of two antagonistic discourses: nature preservation and economic 

development. In the period I studied, however, economic development tended to have, 

and to date, still tends to have a greater presence in both the public and empowered spaces. 

In the public space, this is illustrated by opinion polls showing a relatively low and 

unstable concern for the environment among the broader public (Chapter 4). Similarly, 

the Australian empowered space is largely influenced by economic development 

discourse, which makes the Australian State a particularly exclusive and passive actor 

when it comes to environmental protection. This antagonistic discursive landscape is 

exclusive as it marginalises both decolonising nature and ecological modernisation 

discourses and seems to favour anti-biodiversity lines in both the public and the 

empowered space. 

Drawing lessons from these two cases, it is important to ensure that both the public and 

the empowered spaces are inclusive of a variety of discourses that further biodiversity 

prioritisation. In both the public and the empowered spaces, inclusiveness largely depends 

on the characteristics of the discursive setting. A discursive setting marked by a plurality 

of influential biodiversity discourses is obviously more inclusive than a discursive setting 
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marked by the exclusive presence (or hegemony) of a single discourse or of two 

antagonistic discourses. In this respect, for multiple reasons, a prominent ecological 

modernisation discourse in the empowered space provides a more inclusive framework 

for deliberation than prominent economic development discourse. First, while the former 

is more open to being reflexive on structural environmental issues, the latter refuses to 

critically reflect on the structural character of contemporary environmental problems 

(Eckersley, 2017a, Eckersley, 2017b).226 Second, ecological modernisation discourse can 

be complemented by more transformative ecocentric and social-ecological discourses. In 

contrast, the strong presence of economic development discourse excludes other 

discourses, especially transformative ones, as economic rationality is largely favoured 

above any other rationality. However, while greater inclusiveness is an important feature 

of a deliberative system, it is only a positive feature when coupled with greater 

authenticity. 

10.2.2. Authenticity: a balance between consensus and contestation 

As for inclusiveness, a great part of authenticity is implied by the discursive setting and 

its potential for discursive interaction to occur. A discursive setting can either facilitate 

or restrict productive interactions among discourses between and within spaces. 

Productive interactions between discourses, which I characterise as the balance between 

consensus on the importance of biodiversity with regards to other priorities, and 

contestation around solutions, help frame more effective societal responses to 

biodiversity loss. The two case studies provide some insight with regards to how such 

balance occurs or not. 

In France, biodiversity discourses interact in the public and the empowered spaces. In the 

empowered space, ecological modernisation provides some level of consensus on the 

importance, the definition and the framing of biodiversity. In this sense, biodiversity is 

perceived as a major governmental and societal issue that requires adequate political 

investment at multiple levels (e.g. national, European and international). However, the 

moderate character of ecological modernisation, which is related to its willingness to 

decouple economic growth from environmental harm, is problematic as it does not 

 
226 Eckersley uses the term ‘ecomodernism’ to designate the narrative that ‘rejects the idea of limits on human 

progress and maintains that humans can transcend or push back planetary boundaries through technological 

innovation’ (Eckersley 2017, p.987). This term encompasses both economic development and a technophile version 

of ecological modernisation. 
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promote rapid systemic changes (e.g. the transition narrative). In this regard, more 

transformative discourses (ecological collapse and social-ecological discourses) are in a 

position of contestation with ecological modernisation discourse (and therefore the State), 

largely outside the State, but at times inside the State as I described in Chapter 5. In sum, 

there is a relative balance of consensus and contestation in the French deliberative system. 

In Australia, there is a strong antagonism between biodiversity discourses in both the 

public and the empowered spaces. This antagonism is the result of the uptake of economic 

development discourse in the empowered space and the relatively strong presence 

(though challenged by economic development) of nature preservation discourse in the 

public space. Economic development provides limited ways for other forms of rationality 

(e.g. ecological rationality) to enter the State and therefore limits productive interactions 

with other discourses in the empowered space. While nature preservation ensures that 

contestation occurs in the public space, it fails to provide a powerful narrative able to 

challenge the prominence of economic development discourse. As a result, there is no 

complementarity of discourses in the Australian deliberative system. Instead, the 

antagonism between ecocentric and economic development discourses represents a major 

barrier to both deliberative capacity and biodiversity prioritisation. 

In short, alongside greater inclusion, consensus and contestation need to continually 

coexist to ensure consistent and continuous biodiversity prioritisation. While a certain 

level of consensus ensures that biodiversity is an important issue on the government 

agenda, contestation contributes to identifying the social structures of the problem (e.g. 

the types of human societies/behaviours and socio-economic structures that most 

contribute to biodiversity loss) and imagining a plurality of solutions (e.g. the types of 

human societies/behaviours that increase both biodiversity and human well-being?). 

10.3. Transmission and accountability mechanisms 

The second set of findings that I want to emphasise in this conclusion relate to 

transmission and accountability and are largely based on Chapter 8. In terms of 

transmission, the main lesson drawn from the case studies is that the more diverse the set 

of transmission mechanisms, the more chance there is to inclusively and effectively 

transmit plural environmental concerns. In terms of accountability, the two countries’ 

performance is low. This indicates that current liberal democratic institutions do not allow 
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sufficient deliberative accountability, particularly (but not only) when it comes to 

environmental aspects. 

Civil society-initiated or institutionalised transmission measures? 

As shown in Chapter 8, the French deliberative system on biodiversity has more inclusive 

and effective mechanisms than the Australian deliberative system. Indeed, the French 

system involves a plural set of transmission mechanisms that make biodiversity a more 

central issue that escapes the ‘trap’ of election cycles (Papaux & Bourg, 2010). For this 

reason, the relatively exclusive transmission occurring through lobbying practices and 

electoral campaigning is partially compensated for by numerous mechanisms, both civil 

society-initiated (e.g. struggles and media and policy campaigning) and institutionalised 

(e.g. ‘Grenelle-style’ institutions and proactive international environmental agenda). In 

contrast, in Australia, both civil society initiated and institutionalised mechanisms are 

insufficient and inadequate to compensate for the exclusive transmission that occurs 

through lobbying and electoral campaigning. 

The main lesson that can be drawn from these two case studies is that deliberative systems 

should feature different types of transmission mechanisms, both civil society-initiated and 

institutionalised, as they have different and complementary transmission functions. Civil 

society-initiated mechanisms such as struggles, are essential to contest the homogenising 

and consensual vision of the State, whether the State is driven by an ecological 

modernisation or an economic development agenda. Institutionalised mechanisms, such 

as corporatist institutions, maintain a high level of political attention and some degree of 

governmental commitment on biodiversity prioritisation. However, the effectiveness of 

both types of transmission mechanisms is limited by numerous risks. The former requires 

resources (e.g. people, time, emotion and organisational capacity); can take a long time 

before potentially leading to transformative outcomes such as shifts in public opinion or 

policies; and risks facing State violence. 227  The latter often fails to be profoundly 

transformative in the long term. This is largely due to the consensual nature of corporatist 

institutions and the narrow boundaries of their mandate, which is usually set by 

governmental actors.  

 
227 As I illustrated in Chapter 8 with the deaths and life-long injuries sustained by French environmental activists 

during the war-type police intervention in struggle sites. 
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A crucial need for accountability 

As I showed in Chapter 8, accountability is weak in both countries. In particular, there is 

no existing mechanism that would allow deliberative accountability to systematically 

occur. As I demonstrated in Chapter 8, in both France and Australia, multiple institutional 

reforms could further compel the government to systematically justify its decisions and 

actions to those who are impacted by biodiversity loss. For instance, in France, existing 

corporatist institutions could be transformed and given more prerogatives, such as 

constructive veto rights. In Australia, existing advisory bodies could systematically 

incorporate environmental interests, rather than operating predominantly in silos and have 

greater prerogatives, such as reviewing cross-sectoral policy from an environmental 

perspective. However, while institutional reform is important, the ultimate source of 

accountability resides in the capacity of civil society to contest and propose alternative 

scenarios to drive the environmental agenda of each country rather than to simply accept 

those proposed by the respective economic and political elites of each country. 

10.4. Recommendations for each country’s deliberative system 

In this section I draw on previous chapters to provide some recommendations about how 

to improve the deliberative system on biodiversity in both France and Australia with 

regards to the public space, the empowered space, transmission and accountability. I start 

with the French case and move to the Australian case. 

First, while the deliberative capacity on biodiversity is relatively high in France, it could 

be improved in numerous ways. Regarding the public space, a major path for 

improvement would be to strengthen the existing social-ecological and ecological 

modernisation coalitions, that led to multiple sets of propositions for structural reforms, 

such as the pacte pour le pouvoir de vivre (pact on the power to live) mentioned in Chapter 

5. Regarding the empowered space, the proposals for structural reforms that are being 

discussed in the French Government at the time of writing – notably constitutionalising 

planetary boundaries and scaling-up the vigilance duty for corporate ESR to the EU and 

UN levels – are encouraging signs. However, these potential reforms and the existing 

framework of biodiversity conservation must now be more systematically implemented. 

For the French case, the main recommendation relates to transmission and accountability. 

In terms of transmission, I have shown how the existing set of corporatist institutions are 
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inadequate to ensure a transformative agenda. The recent convention citoyenne is a good 

example of how deliberative mechanisms could contribute to both a transformative 

agenda and a greater inclusion of lay citizens in decision-making.228 Accountability is 

poor in France and this is the main problem of the French deliberative system on 

biodiversity. One way to mitigate this would be through reinforcing both the prerogatives 

of existing corporatist institutions (e.g. constructive veto rights) and existing civil society 

networks of accountability at multiple levels (local, national, EU and international). 

In terms of the public space, the empowered space and transmission, some elements of 

the French system could be adopted by the Australian system. With regards to the public 

space, the main focus on nature preservation has been inadequate and insufficient to drive 

profound biodiversity reforms, especially with the limited sympathy of the Australian 

mainstream media for environmentally-friendly views (McDonald, 2016). It is therefore 

necessary for the environmental movement (broadly speaking) to engage more sincerely 

with both decolonising nature and ecological modernisation discourses. In terms of the 

former discourse, the Uluru statement and local struggles (e.g. Adani) could be the 

cornerstone of the environmental movement’s future cooperation with Indigenous 

Australians. In terms of the latter discourse, the role of scientists (in broad terms) and 

actors who aim to green their activities and/or increase environmental regulation (e.g. 

local governments, NRM bodies and Landcare) will be crucial to ensuring that other 

forms of rationality compete with the economic rationality endorsed by governmental 

institutions. Regarding the empowered space, there are multiple issues that conflict with 

the implementation of ecological modernisation. The main issues come from the power 

of extractive industries; the ‘economy versus the environment’ framing of Australian 

environmental politics; the adversarial forms of environmental politics that mainly rely 

on political parties (and are hampered by the absence of bipartisan consensus); and the 

absence of state/territory and federal coordination on the environment. These issues are 

structural and should not be undermined by the need for reforms of current institutions, 

such as the creation of an independent environmental protection authority (ANAO, 2020). 

Instead, these issues are related to shortcomings in terms of transmission and 

accountability. When compared to France, transmission represents the greatest gap 

between the two countries. Australia could learn from France and other countries that 

 
228 Alongside the plural expertise already represented in ‘Grenelle-style’ institutions. 
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have institutionalised ecological modernisation discourse, notably through corporatist 

institutions. In Australia, such institutions could take the form of a ‘sustainability 

commission’ that initiates a broad-scale and bipartisan conversation on the development 

of valuation of ecosystem services (Pittock et al., 2012) and on the definition of bio-

cultural regions to reform of the Australian federation (Althaus & Morrison, 2015). Such 

discussions could avoid the direct adversarial and sterile environment versus economy 

debate. 

10.5. Suggestions for future research 

Finally, I attempt to provide recommendations for future on three broad questions:  

(1) What does this study mean for research on the emergence of the green State?  

(2) What can be learned from this study for further research on national biodiversity 

governance and deliberative capacity?  

(3) Can studies in other areas corroborate the relationship between deliberative 

capacity and policy outcomes? 

For the first question, regarding what Eckersley (2004) calls the green State, while both 

France and Australia fail to fully assume environmental protection as a core priority, 

France shows more signs of the emergence of such a State than Australia. Indeed, while 

environmental protection does not constitute a core State priority in France, the French 

State is slowly heading in this direction. The ongoing effort to Constitutionalise 

biodiversity conservation, action against climate change and planetary boundaries 

(discussed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 6) is a clear indication of this tendency. In contrast, 

in Australia, environmental protection is far from being a core State priority, and there is 

no sign indicating that the State is moving ahead in this way. The Australian State even 

seems to take the opposite direction by supporting extractive activities (e.g. forestry and 

coal mining) politically, financially, normatively and discursively and by adopting an 

environmental deregulation agenda and rhetoric. My research therefore confirms the 

findings of Koch and Fritz (2014), which highlight that France229 and Australia230 have 

had respectively an ‘established’ and ‘failing’ green State. 231  By assessing the 

 
229 With Mediterranean countries (e.g. Portugal, Spain and Italy), Switzerland, Sweden and New Zealand. 
230 Alongside Luxembourg, Belgium, Czech Republic, Estonia, USA and the Netherlands. 
231 The authors use the concept of the ‘ecostate’. 
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deliberative capacity on biodiversity, my research complements their findings by 

providing some contextual and normative explanations with regards to how the 

components of such a green State emerges. 

For the second question about the implications of this study for future research, I provide 

broad recommendations for two fields: research on biodiversity governance and 

deliberative capacity. First, research on biodiversity governance would benefit from the 

analysis of additional countries in future studies. In particular, analysing biodiversity 

discourses and their relative presence in different political systems could explain some of 

the shortcomings of national and international biodiversity governance. Considering the 

limited attention that environmental policy integration (EPI) scholars have paid to 

democratic and deliberative dimensions, further research assessing these dimensions in 

environmental integration processes could provide insights about when democratisation 

actually occurs (or not) within these processes. In this respect, deliberative capacity is a 

fruitful analytical tool, as it helps to assess deliberative strengths and shortcomings across 

different institutional designs. Second, I suggest that, with regards to the emergence of 

the green State, comparing the deliberative capacity of multiple countries on similar or 

different environmental issues would have multiple benefits. The first potential benefit is 

that it could further help to explain the ideal deliberative and democratic conditions that 

might foster the development of components of the green State or different types of green 

States (Barry & Eckersley, 2005). The second potential benefit is that it could contribute 

to identifying deliberative and democratic shortcomings by, for instance, analysing the 

marginalisation of discourses or interests during the development phase of the green State. 

The third potential benefit is that it could outline the structural conditions across different 

institutions and contexts that obstruct the development of the green State.  

Aside from these two questions that broadly relate to the field of environmental politics, 

there is an even broader potential for further research to see whether the relationship 

between deliberative capacity and policy outcomes also holds in other areas of policy-

making outside environmental policy. Indeed, my study cannot confirm that there is a 

strict correlation between deliberative capacity and policy outcomes in every area. Similar 

case studies in other areas may confirm, nuance or dismiss the positive relationship 

between deliberative capacity and policy outcomes. 
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10.6. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the results of this study show that there is a higher level of deliberative 

capacity on biodiversity in France than in Australia in terms of inclusiveness, authenticity 

and consequentiality. Despite being equally poor in terms of deliberative accountability, 

France is marked by a greater level of transmission than Australia, which allows the 

French State to be a more proactive actor in environmental protection at multiple levels. 

These findings in terms of deliberative capacity align with greater biodiversity 

prioritisation in France than in Australia. This suggests that there is a positive relationship 

between deliberative capacity on biodiversity and biodiversity prioritisation. While 

lessons can be drawn from the French case to improve the Australian deliberative system, 

the French deliberative system can also improve in numerous ways. I have provided 

examples of such improvements with regards to the public space, the empowered space 

and transmission and accountability. 
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Appendix A. Media articles selection process 
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Appendix B. Participant information and consent form 
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Appendix C. Interview structure 
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Appendix D. Event observation sheet 
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Appendix E. Results: social network analysis 

The following figures show the (supportive or critical) interactions between actors in the media of each 

country. A red arrow is a one-way interaction. A blue is a two-ways interaction. The squares represent 

actors. Civil society actors are in green, governmental actors are in blue and hybrid actors are in red. 
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