
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

”The devil is in the details” – consensus and 
contestation of ecological compensation 

among experts in Finland 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
University of Helsinki 
Master’s programme in 
Environmental Change and 
Global Sustainability  
Master’s thesis  
July 2021 
Thomas Malte Molnár Karlsson 
Supervisors: 
Nina Janasik 
Kamilla Karhunmaa 



 
Tiedekunta - Fakultet - Faculty 
Bio- ja ympäristötieteellinen tiedekunta 
Tekijä - Författare – Author 
 
Työn nimi - Arbetets titel –Title 
 

Oppiaine - Läroämne - Subject 
 
Työn laji/ Ohjaaja - Arbetets art/Handledare - 
Level/Instructor 
Pro gradu/ ohjaajien nimet 

Aika - Datum - Month and 
year 
 

Sivumäärä - Sidoantal - Number of 
pages 
X s + x liitteet 

Tiivistelmä - Referat - Abstract 
 
Finnish abstract (when applicable) 
 
N/A 
 
 
 
 
 

Avainsanat - Nyckelord 
 
Keywords 
 
Säilytyspaikka - Förvaringsställe - Where deposited 
Helsingin yliopiston kirjasto, Viikki 
Muita tietoja - Övriga uppgifter - Additional information 
 



 
Tiedekunta - Fakultet - Faculty 
Faculty of Biological and Environmental Sciences 
Tekijä - Författare - Author 
Thomas Malte Molnár Karlsson 
Työn nimi - Arbetets titel - Title 
”The devil is in the details” – consensus and contestation of ecological compensation among 
experts in Finland 
Oppiaine - Läroämne - Subject 
Environmental Change and Global Sustainability 
Työn laji/ Ohjaaja - Arbetets art/Handledare - Level/Instructor 
Master’s Thesis / Nina Janasik 

Aika - Datum - Month and year 
July 2021 

Sivumäärä - Sidoantal - Number 
of pages 
45 pp. + 1 appendices 

Tiivistelmä - Referat - Abstract 
The way environmental issues are discursively constructed matters for how they are 
understood and what possibilities there are to solve them. This makes it relevant to 
investigate discourses around environmental issues and their proposed solutions. One 
such solution is ecological compensation, which has been widely implemented as a 
way to avoid environmental degradation and achieve no net loss of biodiversity. 
Compensation is also a contested mechanism, however, which has been shaped by 
the interplay of various discourses with diverging understandings of nature 
conservation. In this study, I investigate how ecological compensation is constructed by 
experts in Finland. Using the concept of storylines (Hajer 1995) I analyse 9 interviews 
conducted with experts involved in the discussion around ecological compensation, 
which is currently being implemented into Finnish legislation. Three storylines are 
identified which construct ecological compensation either as 1) a way to enable private 
actors to take environmental responsibility, 2) additional legislation to fill a “gap” in 
current conservation practices, or 3) a possibility to modify the relationship with nature 
by fostering local deliberations. This shows diverging understandings of ecological 
compensation among the experts and contestation over the way it should be 
implemented. What is at stake in the discussion are questions of how nature 
conservation should be understood, which makes ecological compensation pivotal for 
reconfiguring the field of nature conservation by shifting understandings of the roles and 
responsibilities involved. At the same time, consensus exists about the need to 
implement ecological compensation, which the experts all agree is the only possibility 
to stop biodiversity loss in Finland. This is traced to the interpretative flexibility of the 
ecological compensation concept which accommodates conflicting understandings and 
enables the experts to agree about the need for ecological compensation while 
contesting the “details” of how the implementation should take place. In that way, the 
implementation is supported despite contestation, and the discussion is focused on how 
– rather than whether – ecological compensation should be implemented. 
 Avainsanat - Nyckelord 
 
Keywords 
Discourse analysis, interpretative flexibility, performativity, nature conservation, environmental 
politics, ecological compensation, biodiversity offsetting 
Säilytyspaikka - Förvaringsställe - Where deposited 
Viikki Campus Library 
Muita tietoja - Övriga uppgifter - Additional information 
 



 

 
Table of content 
 

1. Introduction ........................................................................................... 1 

2. Theory & literature ................................................................................ 5 

2.1 A discourse approach to ecological compensation ........................ 5 

2.2 Previous research on ecological compensation ............................. 7 

3.  Ecological compensation in Finland ................................................... 10 

4. Methods and materials ....................................................................... 11 

4.1 Overview of the research process ................................................ 11 

4.2 Materials and initial analysis ......................................................... 12 

4.3 Conducting interviews .................................................................. 14 

4.4 Analysing interviews ..................................................................... 16 

4.5 Limitations of the method ............................................................. 18 

5. Analysis .............................................................................................. 19 

5.1 Consensus and contestation of ecological compensation ............ 19 

5.2 Storylines ...................................................................................... 21 

5.2.1 Business for biodiversity ............................................................ 22 

5.2.2 Additional legislation for conservation ....................................... 24 

5.2.3 Modifying the relationship with nature ....................................... 27 

6. Discussion .......................................................................................... 29 

6.1 Constructing ecological compensation ......................................... 29 

6.2 Reaching consensus .................................................................... 35 

6.3 The role of ecological compensation ............................................ 38 

6.4 Limitations and questions for further research ............................. 38 

7. Conclusion .......................................................................................... 40 

References ................................................................................................ 42 

Appendix .................................................................................................... 46 

Appendix 1: Interview guide ............................................................... 46 



 

 
1. Introduction 

Environmental issues do not present themselves as predefined packages waiting 
to be solved (Dryzek 2013:9). Rather, as Yrjö Haila (2012, 2017) has shown, 
nature conservation – as well as the issues it deals with – has a history and has 
been characterised by different approaches to nature and what it is to conserve. 
This means that environmental issues do not exist as static entities “outside” of 
social processes but emerge as part of discursive dynamics by which the 
phenomena are constructed (Asdal 2008, 2015; Turnhout 2018). Maarten Hajer 
(1995) has emphasised this point by analysing how the issue of acid rain has 
been discursively produced. Here Hajer showed that environmental issues 
cannot be separated from the social contexts in which they are understood, 
because different discourses include different “truths” of what the issues are 
about and agendas for how they can be solved. In other words, environmental 
issues are social phenomena which are constructed in particular ways, and the 
way issues are constructed matters for what becomes defined as the problem 
and its possible solutions (Feindt and Oels 2005; Hajer 1995; Hajer and Versteeg 
2005). This includes how both the “environment” and the “issue” are understood. 
When dealing with environmental issues, it is therefore important to be attuned 
not only to how problems can be solved but also how they are constructed, 
because constructing issues is also a way of defining what they are about and 
what courses of action are available to respond to them. 
In this thesis, I examine how ecological compensation is constructed and 
discussed among experts in Finland, which has implications for the way in which 
nature conservation is constituted. Ecological compensation relates in particular 
to environmental issues arising from development activities – such as the 
construction of a road or mine – which cause loss of natural habitats and 
biodiversity. Articulated especially as problems of biodiversity loss, these issues 
have been addressed extensively in policymaking, for example in the so-called 
Aichi Targets of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in which parties – 
including Finland – aimed to at least half natural habitat loss by 2020 (Convention 
on Biological Diversity 2020; Ministry of the Environment 2012). Reaching these 
goals has proven difficult however, and it has been argued that new approaches 
to nature conservation are needed. A suggested solution is to implement 
ecological compensation, which is a form of conservation mechanism based on 
the idea that by exchanging environmental values – most often quantified as 
biodiversity – between sites, the losses in one place can be compensated by 
gains in another (BBOP 2013; Bull et al. 2013). Thereby, it is suggested that no 
net loss can be achieved, which means that no overall environmental loss occurs 
(Bull et al. 2013; ten Kate, Bishop, and Bayon 2004). If compensation exceeds 
the degradation, it is even suggested that net positive gain can be reached, which 
means that there is overall environmental benefit (Moilanen and Kotiaho 2020). 
In that way, ecological compensation proposes a solution to environmental 
degradation by compensating the environmental impacts. 
Since ecological compensation can be implemented in many different ways – for 
example, either as a voluntary activity or as a legislative demand – it has been 
pointed out that it is in fact a heterogenous group of mechanisms (Koh, Hahn, 
and Boonstra 2019; Lapeyre, Froger, and Hrabanski 2015) which cannot easily 
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be captured by a single concept. In fact, a number of different terms exist for 
related mechanisms – for example, the concept biodiversity offsetting is 
commonly used to describe similar processes as ecological compensation, and 
the two terms are often used interchangeably (see for example Koh et al. 2019). 
As “ecological compensation” is considered to refer to a broader set of 
mechanisms – including those referred to with the more specific term biodiversity 
offsetting – and is more commonly used in a Finnish context (see Pekkonen et 
al. 2020, 15), it will generally be used in this study. Biodiversity offsetting will also 
be used when referring to other studies that use this term specifically, although – 
for the purpose of this study – the two concepts are used interchangeably. 
Despite the varied ways in which ecological compensation can and has been 
implemented, an established framework exists that outlines how compensation 
should be done. This is to a large extent based on the work done by the non-
governmental platform Business and Biodiversity Offsets Programme (BBOP) 
which was established in 2004 and has had a central role in shaping the global 
development of ecological compensation (Hrabanski 2015). Here biodiversity 
offsetting – which is the term used by BBOP – is presented as the last step of the 
mitigation hierarchy, which means that steps have first been taken for the 
environmental impacts to be avoided, minimized and restored on-site, before 
offsetting of the residual impacts takes place (BBOP 2013:7; Bennett et al. 
2017:2). This suggests that offsetting should only take place for unavoidable 
environmental impacts and frames it as an extension of other conservation 
activities. Another central concept is additionality, which refers to the way 
biodiversity offsetting should be used, namely that it should not replace other 
conservation effects but “achieve conservation outcomes above and beyond 
results that would have occurred if the offset had not taken place” (BBOP 
2013:17). In that way, it is framed as a prerequisite for successful outcomes that 
offsetting is used as an extension of other nature conservation activities, 
supplementing rather than replacing approaches such as the establishment of 
protected areas (Hase and ten Kate 2017). 
At present, biodiversity offsetting practices have been implemented in 37 
countries worldwide (Bull and Strange 2018). Widespread support has in that way 
been mobilised for compensation mechanisms, also from actors who have 
previously been critical of such approaches to nature conservation. Here Marie 
Hrabanski (2015:148) has described how environmental NGOs have shifted their 
attitude to biodiversity offsetting, which since the early 2000s has become 
embraced by actors such as the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF). In that way, 
ecological compensation has received increasing support and is now an 
established approach to nature conservation that has been widely implemented 
in various contexts worldwide. 
However, ecological compensation has also received substantial criticism both 
inside and outside of academia (Hrabanski 2015; Maron et al. 2016). Marie 
Hrabanski (2015) has identified two strands of criticism, which they1 call “reformist 
criticism” and “radical criticism”(Hrabanski 2015). The “reformist criticism” 
focuses on the ability of ecological compensation schemes to actually deliver the 
proposed environmental gains. Different risks and challenges to the effectiveness 

 
1 I use the gender-neutral pronouns they/their to avoid making assumptions about gender and 
introduce unnecessary gendering in the text 
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of ecological compensation have here been brought up, such as the difficulties of 
measuring environmental values and the uncertainties in the compensation 
outcomes (Bull et al. 2013; Hrabanski 2015:149; Maron et al. 2012). In that way, 
the critique problematizes central aspects of ecological compensation, including 
the meanings invested in the concept of no net loss (Maron et al. 2018)  and the 
possibility to achieve additionality in practice (Maron et al. 2012). While the 
critique is varied, it generally focuses on the technical implementation of 
ecological compensation and comes with recommendations for how the problems 
can be solved. 
The “radical criticism", on the other hand, focuses on the underlying logics of 
ecological compensation (Hrabanski 2015:149). Here it is argued that 
compensation results in a commodification of nature which undermines 
conservation activities (Apostolopoulou and Adams 2015; Spash 2015; Dauguet 
2015). This happens by “reframing” (Apostolopoulou and Adams 2017) nature 
and human-nature relationships and introducing a market-oriented logic, which 
ultimately benefits business interests while enabling environmental degradation 
by making nature offsettable (Dauguet 2015). In that way, ecological 
compensation is argued to be based on problematic assumptions about the 
dynamics of compensation and to change the meaning of nature and nature 
conservation (Apostolopoulou and Adams 2017; Spash 2015). A similar critique 
has been raised outside of academia. For example, in 2013 over 140 organization 
worldwide signed the statement “No to biodiversity offsetting!” which argued that 
ecological compensation commodifies conservation and serves as greenwashing 
for businesses (Corporate Europe Observatory 2013; Hrabanski 2015:149). 
Ecological compensation is in that way a contested concept which has developed 
in the interplay between various discourses that have argued over its role and 
meaning (Damiens, Porter, and Gordon 2020). This shows that ecological 
compensation embodies different approaches to nature conservation and has 
been a site of contestation over the right way to halt environmental degradation 
and biodiversity loss. Expressing different approaches to nature conservation, the 
discourses constitute nature conservation in different ways and propose different 
kinds of solutions. As Coralie, Guillaume, and Claude (2015, 501) have argued, 
ecological compensation “is not neutral, but reflects a specific view of 
conservation governance, which has major implications for future practices”. 
Discussions around ecological compensation are therefore not only about how 
and whether compensation should be implemented, but also how nature 
conservation should be understood in the first place (Damiens et al. 2020). This 
draws attention to the ways in which different discourses construct ecological 
compensation: What role is it argued to have in nature conservation? What 
problems is it meant to address? And how is nature and conservation understood 
in relation to ecological compensation? These are questions at stake in the 
discussion around ecological compensation which have important implications 
for how issues of nature conservation are constituted. 
Whereas the discursive dynamics around ecological compensation have been 
extensively studied at a larger scale (see Damiens, Porter, and Gordon 2020; 
Hrabanski 2015; Bonneuil 2015; Coralie, Guillaume, and Claude 2015) few 
studies have focused on local implementations and the role of compensation in 
national contexts. Furthermore, research focusing on local discussions have 
tended to emphasise the tensions between divergent understandings of 
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compensation. For example, Sullivan and Hannis (2015) have described the 
discussion around biodiversity offsetting in the UK as “value struggles” between 
irreconcilable approaches to nature conservation. However, as the widespread 
implementation of compensation mechanism suggests, ecological compensation 
has also received widespread support, including from actors – such as NGOs – 
who were previously critical of compensation (Hrabanski 2015:148). This makes 
it important to include not only how ecological compensation is contested, but 
also how support is generated for the implementation of compensation 
mechanisms. A central question about these dynamics is how – and whether – 
consensus can be reached in discussions around ecological compensation that 
include divergent approaches to nature conservation. To answer this, research is 
needed which increases the understanding of discursive dynamics around local 
implementations of ecological compensation and the role it has in shaping nature 
conservation politics at a local scale. 
In this thesis, I focus on discourses around ecological compensation in Finland, 
where the implementation of ecological compensation into national legislation is 
currently ongoing. It presents a case which shows how the meaning of ecological 
compensation is negotiated in a local context and how consensus is enabled 
despite diverging understandings. My aim is to develop an understanding of the 
discourses around ecological compensation and what the concept means in the 
context of environmental politics. For this purpose, I present the research 
question: 
 

How is ecological compensation constructed among experts in Finland 
and what implications does this have for the role of ecological 
compensation in nature conservation?  

 
While ecological compensation is currently not part of the national legislation in 
Finland, both public and private actors have been pushing for its implementation. 
For example, a recently proposed mining project in Lapland includes ecological 
compensation, which would be the first large-scale application in Finland. In that 
way, there has been increasing focus on compensation mechanisms in Finland, 
which has led to the current efforts to implement legislation on compensation as 
part of a reform of the Finnish Nature Conservation Act. This process includes 
negotiating the dynamics of nature conservation with discussions about the 
function ecological compensation should have and how it should be understood. 
It is in that way a pivotal moment for the role of ecological compensation in 
Finland and the influence it will have on nature conservation, both materially – by 
enabling new kinds of conservation activities – and discursively by shifting 
understandings of what conservation means. Experts are central in this process 
by participating with special kinds of knowledge and as representatives of 
stakeholders, such as NGOs and industry representatives. Investigating 
discourses around ecological compensation among the experts is therefore 
relevant to understand how the phenomenon is constructed and what this means 
for the way in which nature conservation is envisioned.  
To answer the research question, I analyse the way ecological compensation is 
constructed based on 9 interviews conducted with experts involved with 
ecological compensation. Here I use the analytical concept of storylines 
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developed by Maarten Hajer (1995) which is useful for investigating discourses 
around environmental issues and how the issues are constructed (see section 
2.1). I discuss the implications of the discursive dynamics around ecological 
compensation and the ways in which it constructed, especially for how nature, 
nature conservation and environmental responsibility are constituted. Here I 
show that ecological compensation is a flexible concept which is constructed in 
different ways by the experts. This includes contesting understandings of roles 
and responsibilities involved with doing compensation, which have important 
consequences for how the mechanism should be implemented. At the same time, 
the experts all argue that ecological compensation should be implemented as it 
is the only possibility to stop biodiversity loss in Finland. In that way, there is both 
consensus and contestation around ecological compensation, and the 
mechanism resembles a boundary object (Star and Griesemer 1989) which 
enables the experts to agree on the need for compensation while expressing 
different understandings of what compensation is and how it should be 
implemented. Here interpretative flexibility (Pinch and Bijker 1984) is a central 
aspect which means that ecological compensation is open to multiple 
interpretations. However, I argue that ecological compensation is not only a 
passive “object” but also has an active role in reconfiguring the field of nature 
conservation by enacting particular approaches to what it means to conserve. 
The implementation is therefore an important moment for environmental politics 
in Finland, which potentially changes the dynamics and practices around nature 
conservation. 
To my knowledge, no publication has been published which deals with 
constructions of ecological compensation in a Finnish context. This thesis 
therefore produces new knowledge about the discourses around the 
implementation of ecological compensation in Finland and supplements previous 
research by analysing the ways in which the concept is constructed in a local 
context. 
 

2. Theory & literature 
Here I first present my theoretical approach to the topic before outlining existing 
research about the discursive dynamics around ecological compensation. 
 
2.1 A discourse approach to ecological compensation 
In this thesis, I approach ecological compensation – and environmental politics 
more generally – as a performative and discursive phenomenon. This means that 
I take ecological compensation to be not simply a response to issues of 
environmental degradation and biodiversity loss, but rather a political enactment 
which constitutes these issues and their solutions in specific ways (Turnhout, 
Dewulf, and Hulme 2016). In doing so, I follow a social-constructivist ontology 
that conceptualizes realities as entangled with social dynamics: through 
discursive practices, actors construct phenomena – as well as the contexts in 
which they take place – in particular ways. This allows me to analyse discourses 
which construct ecological compensation in particular ways as part of the 
discussion around its implementation in Finland. Here I draw especially on a 
Foucauldian understanding of discourse, focusing on its productive aspects of 
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making social realities and constituting “truths” (Feindt and Oels 2005; Foucault 
1976). Discourse is understood as “an ensemble of ideas, concepts and 
categories through which meaning is given to social and physical phenomena, 
and which is produced and reproduced through an identifiable set of practices” 
(Hajer and Versteeg 2005:175). The analysis of discourses is therefore about 
identifying underlying dynamics – which are apparent in discursive practices – 
that structure understandings and discussions without being necessarily obvious 
to the participants (Hajer and Versteeg 2005). The latter is an important point, 
which means that discourses are not instrumental to individual agendas, but 
rather constitute the very interests and positions that actors act around – in other 
words, while actors have agency in shaping discourses, there is no “outside” of 
discourse from which actors operate (Hajer 1995; Leipold and Winkel 2016). To 
analyse discourses, the concept of discursive practices is central. These are 
thought to encompass the operations of discourse, which includes both linguistic 
and material aspects (Bacchi and Bonham 2014). It is in that way not only via 
language that “truths” are constructed, but by a multitude of articulations of reality, 
including the practices of knowledge-production and policymaking (Asdal 2008, 
2015; Foucault 1976; Turnhout 2018). In this study, however, I focus on semiotic 
aspects of discourses – as “language-in-use” (Hajer and Versteeg 2005) – which 
become apparent in the way the experts articulate ecological compensation. 
Approaching environmental issues as discursive constructions also means that 
different “truths” about an issue can exist simultaneously, since their meaning 
emerges in specific contexts. In that way, phenomena – whether it is material 
objects, concepts or ideas – can have interpretative flexibility which makes it 
possible for multiple understandings of the “same” phenomenon to exist in 
different contexts (Pinch and Bijker 1984). Drawing on this notion, the concept of 
boundary object (Star 2010; Star and Griesemer 1989) has been used to analyse 
situations where interpretative flexibility enables different social groups to 
cooperate around an “object” without necessarily having a shared understanding 
of what it means. The concept was developed by Susan Star and James 
Griesemer to describe “objects which are both plastic enough to adapt to local 
needs and the constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust 
enough to maintain a common identity across sites” (Star and Griesemer 
1989:393). The term “object” here encompasses different kinds of “stuff” that 
people “act towards and with” (Star 2010:603) and can in that way include 
mechanisms such as ecological compensation. In that way, the concepts of 
boundary object and interpretative flexibility are useful for analysing the possibility 
of ecological compensation to accommodate multiple understandings and enable 
cooperation. 
Another central concept is performativity, which expresses the way that 
knowledges and practices enact particular realities. This argument has famously 
been made by Judith Butler to assert that gender is not a fixed entity, but 
something that is done through repetitive acts which constitute gender as 
something real, something to believe in (Butler 1988, 1990). Similar arguments 
have since been made in relation to environmental politics. For example, Kristin 
Asdal has showed how “nature” is constituted through practices of accounting 
(Asdal 2008). Their work emphasises that that there are no external categories 
which environmental policymaking operates on, but that issues emerge and are 
enacted through discursive practices. By constructing issues and their solutions, 
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discourses therefore have a central role in the dynamics of policymaking (Feindt 
and Oels 2005:164) which makes the analysing discourse important for 
understanding the implications of policies. 
To analyse the ways in which the experts construct ecological compensation, I 
use the approach of argumentative discourse analysis (ADA). This approach was 
developed by Maarten Hajer in the seminal work The Politics of Environmental 
Discourse (1995) where Hajer operationalized a Foucauldian approach to the 
study of environmental discourse. Here they argued that environmental issues 
are constructed in specific ways by discursive actors, whose arguments about 
the meaning of problems and solutions shapes the kind of policymaking that is 
done. In that way, discursive practices are understood as attempts to define 
reality in particular ways, and ADA is attuned to how the construction of 
environmental issues takes place (Hajer 1995; Leipold et al. 2019). A central 
concept in the analysis is storylines which Hajer defined as “a generative sort of 
narrative that allows actors to draw upon various discursive categories to give 
meaning to specific physical or social phenomena” (Hajer 1995:56). By focusing 
on the ways actors articulate phenomena, storylines attunes the analysis to the 
use of rhetorical devices – such as metaphors, positionings, and allocation of 
blame and responsibility – by which actors construct environmental issues (Hajer 
1995:63–65). This makes it relevant for the present thesis, where I am interested 
in how experts construct ecological compensation and argue for its role in Finnish 
nature conservation. 
 
2.2 Previous research on ecological compensation  
When it comes to existing research on ecological compensation, some 
researchers have focused on the normative commitments of compensation 
practices which constitute particular kinds of nature (Robertson 2004, 2006). 
Others have emphasised the interpretative flexibility of the concept by showing 
the different ways in which ecological compensation has been implemented 
(Froger, Ménard, and Méral 2015; Koh et al. 2019; Lapeyre et al. 2015) as well 
as the multiple discourses that have struggled over the meaning of ecological 
compensation and shaped the development of the concept (Coralie et al. 2015; 
Damiens et al. 2020; Hrabanski 2015). Studies focusing on local contexts have 
echoed these findings by showing the divergent understandings and values 
which characterise discussions around ecological compensation (Hysing and 
Lidskog 2018; Sullivan and Hannis 2015) as well as the dynamics by which such 
tensions can be neutralised (Daccache 2013). 
One of the early researchers of ecological compensation mechanisms was 
Morgan Robertson (2004, 2006) whose research focused on the practices of 
making nature operational for compensation activities. Robertson has described 
this as a process of making complex ecological knowledge compatible with 
capitalist logics and thereby construct a “nature that capital can see” (Robertson 
2006). In that way, compensation enacts particular approaches to nature which 
means that the effects of ecological compensation are not only found in 
conservation outcomes, but also in the activities which shape the understanding 
of nature. This idea has been taken up in later research, not least as part of a 
critical approach to ecological compensation (Apostolopoulou and Adams 2017; 
Daccache 2013; Dauguet 2015). Robertson’s work is therefore central in the 
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research which approaches ecological compensation as a phenomenon which 
performs particular approaches to nature conservation. 
Robertson conceptualized the actors involved with compensation as part of 
distinct knowledge realms with their own logics, which each have their own 
internal logics and well-defined boundaries that make them “structurally closed” 
(Robertson 2006:369). Their analysis therefore focused on the way knowledge 
travels between these realms, which enables an analysis of different practices 
and understandings interacting around compensation. But as it presupposes that 
actors inhabit distinct and pre-existing social worlds, it is not attuned to analyse 
dynamics of how these worlds and their understandings emerge. In that way, this 
study differs from the work of Robertson by approaching ecological compensation 
as a phenomenon which enacts – and potentially reconfigures – positions and 
understandings around nature conservation and thereby shapes the kind of 
activities that are done. This follows from ADA which explicitly does not assume 
a priori positions (Hajer 1995:59) but rather perceives positions and 
understandings as entangled with discourse. 
Such an approach also makes it possible to include the heterogeneity of 
ecological compensation which has been emphasized in the literature, both in 
terms of its institutional implementations (Froger et al. 2015; Koh et al. 2019; 
Lapeyre et al. 2015) and in the discourses shaping the concept (Coralie et al. 
2015; Damiens et al. 2020; Hrabanski 2015). Implementations of ecological 
compensation have been characterized as “hybrid mechanisms” (Hrabanski 
2015) that combine market-based and regulatory approaches and encompass a 
diverse set of mechanisms that are modified to specific contexts. In that way, the 
interpretative flexibility of biodiversity offsetting – which Marie Hrabanski has 
described as an “elastic concept” (Hrabanski 2015) – has been highlighted as an 
important aspect, which makes it possible for compensation mechanisms to be 
adapted to fit specific settings and be promoted in different local contexts. 
Similarly, Damiens, Porter and Gordon (2020) have shown the discursive 
multiplicity underlying the concept of biodiversity offsetting. They used an ADA 
approach to analyse the discursive trends around the concept on an international 
scale, drawing on discourses previously identified by Dryzek (2013) which they 
applied to the case of biodiversity offsetting to show how various discourses have 
participated in shaping the concept. Their conclusion was that biodiversity 
offsetting, rather than being promoted as part of a singular neoliberal discourse, 
has been taken up and contested by various discourses. In particular, they 
described the interplay of three categories of discourses – reformist, radical, and 
promethean – as central in the development of the biodiversity offsetting concept. 
Whereas promethean discourses reject the idea of environmental problems 
altogether, reformist and radical discourses agree on the existence of 
environmental problems but differ in their conceptualization of the problem and 
its solutions: While radical discourses “argue that limits to development and a 
departure from our current politico-economic systems are required to reach 
sustainability […] reformist discourses argue that environmental problems can be 
solved and sustainability achieved without renouncing growth” (Damiens et al. 
2020:1–2). 
Their study emphasizes that biodiversity offsetting is a flexible concept with 
multiple meanings which is continuously being reconfigured as part of discursive 
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practices. Here Damiens, Porter, and Gordon (2020) found that reformist 
discourses have dominated the definitions of biodiversity offsetting, which makes 
compensation policies ”a reformist project that produces natures compatible with 
development, rather than a field that advances governance systems compatible 
with biocultural diversity” (Damiens et al. 2020:7). To understand the ways in 
which biodiversity offsetting reconfigures the field of conservation, the authors 
called for research on the “everyday strategic practices” by which the 
phenomenon is constructed in order to understand the ways in which it 
constitutes environmental issues and conservation, especially at local scales 
(Damiens et al. 2020:7). This includes the discourses and discussions that shape 
those implementations, which other researchers have also argued is important 
for understanding the effects of biodiversity offsetting (Lapeyre et al. 2015). 
Studies focusing on ecological compensation at a local scale have analysed 
responses submitted as part of public inquiries in relation to national legislative 
implementations. Here Sullivan and Hannis (2015) found that opposing attitudes 
to biodiversity offsetting existed, which made the authors characterize the 
discussion in the UK as a struggle about fundamental values that was unlikely to 
be resolved. Similarly, Hysing and Lidskog (2018) found divergent arguments 
around ecological compensation in Sweden, for example about whether 
compensation should be considered when granting permits or if it should be an 
additional demand which would supplement existing requirements (Hysing and 
Lidskog 2018:402). In that way, the studies resemble the research on ecological 
compensation on a larger scale by emphasising the multiple meanings invested 
in the concept and the presence of contesting arguments about how ecological 
compensation should be implemented. 
However, these studies do not explain the increasing implementation of 
compensation mechanisms and its widespread support. By focusing on the 
contestation between divergent understandings of ecological compensation, they 
are less attuned to the discursive dynamics by which the concept is negotiated 
and shaped to fit local contexts, which is important for the possibility to mobilise 
support for the implementation of compensation mechanisms. A reason for this 
can be found in the materials used for the studies: Both Hysing and Lidskog 
(2018) and Sullivan and Hannis (2015) relied on analysis of texts submitted as 
part of public inquiries, which means that the materials are situated in a particular 
context in which the discussion is likely to be less nuanced (Hysing and Lidskog 
2018:396–97) compared to other kinds of materials. In that way, they differ from 
this thesis where interviews constitute the primary material. The use of interviews 
makes it possible to generate rich materials, which provides a more nuanced 
understanding of the discursive dynamics around ecological compensation. 
This is important, because the discursive context matters for how phenomena are 
understood, for example by making a particular approach to an issue seem self-
evident and thereby mobilise support for particular solutions to environmental 
issues. Michel Daccache (2013) has emphasised this point in their analysis of the 
dynamics leading to the prevalence of economic approaches to solve issues of 
biodiversity loss. Here they showed how tensions between understandings can 
be neutralised via discursive dynamics to reach a common sense about what an 
issue is about and how it can be solved. This happens for example by introducing 
concepts that seemingly solve contradictions between understandings and 
establishes a shared account of reality (Daccache 2013:59). While their work 
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does not focus on ecological compensation specifically, Daccache showed the 
importance of including the discursive contexts in which discussions take place, 
because it shapes understandings and assumptions about phenomena such as 
ecological compensation. In that way, it can help explain the possibility for 
ecological compensation to accommodate divergent understandings and 
generate support for the implementation of compensation mechanisms. 
 

3.  Ecological compensation in Finland 
Ecological compensation has recently been promoted in Finland as a way to stop 
biodiversity loss (Primmer et al. 2019; Suvantola et al. 2018). At present, 
compensation is only mentioned in Finnish legislation relating to areas that are 
part of the Natura 2000 network, which is under EU legislation of the Habitat 
Directive (Pekkonen et al. 2020:16; Suvantola et al. 2018:68; SYKE 2017). For 
these areas, $69 of the current Nature Conservation Act (Finnish Parliament 
1996) requires that compensation is done to avoid deterioration of the 
environmental value, but the same requirement does not apply for other areas in 
Finland. This means that there is currently no legal requirement to compensate 
for biodiversity loss or environmental degradation. Similarly, there are no 
widespread voluntary compensation mechanisms in place (Pekkonen et al. 
2020:22), and ecological compensation currently has a very marginal role in 
Finnish nature conservation. However, this is being addressed in the process of 
reform the Nature Conservation Act where the implementation of ecological 
compensation has been put on the public agenda. The implementation marks an 
important moment for ecological compensation in Finland and stimulates 
discussions about the role and meaning of compensation mechanisms, which are 
decisive for the future of ecological compensation in Finland. 
In December 2019, the Ministry of the Environment established a working group 
to focus specifically on the possible implementation of ecological compensation 
for the Finnish context and develop a proposal for legislation as part of the 
updated Nature Conservation Act (Ministry of the Environment 2019, n.d.). This 
includes determining how ecological compensation should be implemented in the 
legislation and what boundaries should be set for its use. To settle these 
questions, the working group includes public officials and researchers as well as 
representatives of NGOs and industry organizations. In that way, it brings 
together a diverse set of actors and stakeholders who get a central role in defining 
ecological compensation for the Finnish context. This shows that the discussion 
around the concept includes a variety of actors and viewpoints that shape the 
understanding of ecological compensation. The working group is important 
because of its central role in the legislative implementation, but the discussion 
also takes place outside of this group and has been ongoing prior to the 
establishment of the working group. In that way, the current focus on ecological 
compensation follows extensive work and attention on the topic in Finland during 
recent years. 
The proposed implementation can be traced to the project “Biodiversity Now” 
which was launched in 2015 to establish a market-based mechanism for 
ecological compensation (Mayow 2015). The project brought together 
researchers from Finnish Universities and the Finnish Environmental Institute 
(SYKE), as well as industry partners, to develop ecological compensation in 
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Finland. After gaining second prize at the Helsinki Challenge idea competition in 
2015, the project turned into the “Habitat Bank” and has continued doing research 
and promoting the use of ecological compensation in Finland (Primmer et al. 
2019; SYKE 2017). Alongside this, several public reports have been made to 
assess the possibilities of ecological compensation in Finland, including the 
suitability of habitats (Raunio et al. 2019), the practical needs and possibilities of 
applying ecological compensation (Kotiaho et al. 2016; Moilanen and Kotiaho 
2017) and the legislative work of a potential implementation (Suvantola et al. 
2018). In that way, ecological compensation has been promoted by actors who 
have a central role in the development of knowledge and policies in Finland and 
pushed to the forefront of nature conservation legislation. For example, a policy 
brief by SYKE from November 2019 stated that: “Natural diversity is declining at 
an alarming rate. Consequently, in addition to traditional nature protection, 
ecological compensation needs to be taken into use in Finland” (SYKE 2019:1). 
Private actors have also been pushing the agenda around ecological 
compensation with some companies taking small-scale voluntary measures to 
compensate environmental impacts of their activities (Pekkonen et al. 2020). 
Recently, the mining company Sakatti Mining Oy – which is part of Anglo 
American – has included the use of voluntary compensation as part of the 
proposed plan for constructing a proposed mine near Sodankylä in Lapland 
(Finland’s environmental administration 2020). This would be the first application 
of ecological compensation for a large-scale construction project in Finland 
(Moilanen and Kotiaho n.d.:12) and is therefore an important part of the 
development of ecological compensation in Finland, alongside the legislative 
implementation. In that way, there has been a lot of attention around ecological 
compensation in recent years leading up to the current work of implementing a 
version of the mechanism into Finnish legislation. 

 
4. Methods and materials 

In this section I present the process of producing materials and conducting the 
analysis. I first present an overview of the research process before describing in 
more details the steps taken to delineate the study and producing materials, 
including ethical considerations about conducting interviews. I then outline the 
analytical process and choices made when analysing the materials and 
identifying storylines. 
 
4.1 Overview of the research process 
An overview of the research process is presented in figure 4.1 which shows the 
main steps involved. These began with background research to become familiar 
with the general topic and delineate the focus of the thesis. I did this by reading 
available documents and academic literature about ecological compensation, as 
well as conducting a pre-interview with an expert involved with the topic. Based 
on the knowledge thus acquired, the focus of the thesis was outlined, and an 
initial analysis was done to improve the understanding of the discussion around 
ecological compensation and prepare for conducting interviews. Next, groups of 
relevant actors were identified, and the interviews were conducted. These were 
then transcribed, and the analysis was done by coding the transcripts and 
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identifying storylines to investigate the ways in which the experts construct 
ecological compensation. 
 

 
Figure 4.1: Overview of research process. 

 
While the research moved through different stages, it was not a strictly linear 
process. Rather, there was an overlap between the different stages and the 
process was characterised by an iterative approach of moving back and forth 
between analysis and materials. This was especially the case in the steps of 
conducting and analysing interviews, which also overlapped in time since the 
analysis was begun while interviews were still being conducted. 
 
4.2 Materials and initial analysis 
I presented the research question: How is ecological compensation constructed 
among experts in Finland and what implications does this have for the role of 
ecological compensation in nature conservation? To answer this, I used a 
combination of interview and textual materials which supplemented each other to 
provide a rich understanding of the topic. Interviews constituted the main material 
for the analysis with textual materials providing a general understanding, which 
was useful for designing the research and contextualizing the interview materials. 
Using this combination of materials and methods enabled me to situate the 
analysis in the more general discussion, via the textual materials, while at the 
same time being able to get in-depth information about the narratives around 
ecological compensation by conducting interviews (Sovacool, Axsen, and Sorrell 
2018). In that way, it enabled methodological triangulation by comparing the 
findings from textual materials and interviews to improve the understanding of the 
topic (Flick 2018). 

Background research

Initial analysis

Conducting interviews

Analysing interviews
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The materials were selected to cover a broadness of conceptualization and 
positions, and it was attempted to include a wide range of relevant actors. This 
broadness was assumed to relate to the institutional positions of experts, such 
as their role as representatives of industry organizations or NGOs. Here 
interviews were especially useful, because the early stage of the implementation 
process meant that there was not a large variety of texts available about 
ecological compensation in Finland – especially from actors other than 
researchers.  Because of the limited textual materials available, these would not 
have given the relevant broadness for analysing the discourse and answering the 
research questions. Using interviews was therefore useful for including actors 
which were not present in the textual materials, but whom could be contacted for 
interviews. The reason for focusing on broadness was to include all relevant 
opinions and positions among the experts, in order to analyse the range of 
conceptualizations and attitudes related to ecological compensation. This was 
because broadness in the materials was assumed to give the possibility for a 
more comprehensive analysis of the discourse around ecological compensation, 
including both dominant and potentially marginal conceptualizations and 
positions. 
The first step of the research process was to become familiar with the topic, which 
was done by reading available textual materials about the general discussion 
around ecological compensation in Finland and the implementation process 
specifically. A pre-interview was also conducted with an expert on the topic who 
gave information about the status of ecological compensation in Finland. This 
part of the research process was done to develop an understanding of the topic 
and therefore with an inductive approach aimed at developing questions 
(Brinkmann 2013:53). Based on the overall understanding of the topic, an initial 
analysis was done to identify trends in the discussion around ecological 
compensation and delineate the focus of the thesis. For this analysis, textual 
materials were selected with an attempt to include a broadness of institutional 
settings and positions. The materials used for the initial analysis are presented in 
table 4.2. 
 

Table 4.2: Materials for initial analysis. 

Reference Description 
Brax (2018) Article by WWF about ecological compensation in Finland (in 

Finnish) 

Kotiaho et al. (2016) Report for the Ministry of the Environment about how to reach the 
target of restoring 15% of degraded ecosystems in Finland 

Nygren, Brunet, and 
Kankainen (2020) 

Rulebook to the Offsetting Game which is part of a research 
project about ecological compensation at Tampere University 

Ollikainen (2018) Portrait article presenting the Habitat Bank project 

Pekkonen and Ollikainen 
(2015) 

Video recording of the 2015 Helsinki Challenge presentation of 
the “Biodiversity Now!” project 

SYKE (2019) Policy brief recommending the implementation of ecological 
compensation in Finland 

 



 14 

Getting the desired broadness in the textual materials was difficult, however, as 
texts were not produced equally by all groups. A second criteria guiding the 
selection materials was their availability in English or Swedish. As I do not speak 
Finnish, reading and analysing materials in Finnish constituted a difficulty in 
accessibility. To overcome this in the initial stages of the process, some materials 
were translated using Google Translate. This worked sufficiently well for 
understanding the general meaning of texts, but not for analysing the texts with 
a discursive approach.  
 
4.3 Conducting interviews 
The understanding gained from doing the initial analysis helped to formulate more 
specific research questions and specify the analytical approach. Four groups of 
experts were identified as relevant in the discussion around the implementation 
of ecological compensation. These were 
 

• Researchers, who participate in the discussion and produce knowledge 
about ecological compensation in Finland 

• Ministerial officials, who participate in the discussion as public 
representatives 

• Industry representatives, who participate in the discussion representing 
stakeholder groups 

• NGO representatives, who participate in the discussion representing 
environmental organizations 

 
The term expert was chosen to describe the interviewees, both with reference to 
the special knowledge that they have as professionals in their respective fields 
and their role as representatives of institutions and interest groups in the 
implementation of ecological compensation. It was considered relevant to focus 
on these actors because they are the main actors involved in the discussion 
around ecological compensation at the moment. 
When identifying and contacting potential interviewees, it was prioritized to 
include experts related to all of the four groups. Selecting interviewees was in 
that way information-oriented (Brinkmann 2013:57) based on the initial 
understanding to include the identified groups of actors. The number of interviews 
conducted was a compromise between the intention to saturate the topic by 
including all relevant aspects in the data – and therefore conduct a lot of 
interviews – and practical limitations, which limited the number of interviews that 
could be conducted. Besides including at least one interviewee from each of the 
four groups, repetitions in the responses from the interviewees were monitored 
to check whether the topic had been sufficiently covered. In that way, while the 
extent of saturation was not quantified and served primarily as a principle guiding 
the production of data (Hennink, Kaiser, and Marconi 2017) the topic was 
considered sufficiently covered after 9 interviews to provide a comprehensive 
analysis of the discourse. 
Here it should be kept in mind that the scope of the study was limited to 
discourses among experts, and potential interviewees that did not fall into this 
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groups were therefore not included. While the experts do have a central role in 
the discussion around ecological compensation, some additional actors were 
identified during the analysis as potentially relevant (see section 5.1). These were 
not contacted about interviews, however, as they fall outside the scope of the 
study. 
In total, 9 interviews were conducted with experts engaged with ecological 
compensation in Finland. A list of interviewees is presented in table 4.3. 
 

Table 4.3: List of interviewees. 

Interviewee Description 
IND#1 Industry representative 

IND#2 Industry representative 

IND#3 Industry representative 

MIN#1 Ministry official 

NGO#1 NGO representative 

NGO#2 NGO representative 

RES#1 Researcher 

RES#2 Researcher 

RES#3 Researcher 

 
 
Interviewees were initially contacted by email, where the study was presented, 
and it was described how the interviews would be conducted and used in the 
thesis. Upon request, some interviewees received the prepared interview 
questions prior to the interview. This was not considered to influence the 
responses, especially as the interviewees were all experts involved with 
discussions on the topic and therefore assumed to have well-established 
opinions. 
The interviews were done in a semi-structured way (Brinkmann 2013). This 
meant following an interview guide (see appendix 1) outlining the interview 
structure and questions, while allowing the interviews to diverge into topics that 
emerged unexpectedly in the interview-situation. The interview guide was 
developed during the process based on experiences from interviews, and 
questions were modified based on how well they worked in the interview setting. 
At the same time, it was made sure that there was a consistency between all 
interviews in order to have comparable responses useful for answering the 
research questions. 
All interviews were conducted in English and over Zoom. They each lasted 
around one hour. In the beginning of each interview, the interviewees were asked 
for consent to record the conversation, after which the recording was started. The 
recordings were later transcribed in verbatim. This was done with the help of the 
artificial intelligence software Otter (Otter.ai) which provided a rudimentary 
transcript that was later gone through and modified to make a literal transcription. 
The reason for transcribing this way – rather than using standardized spelling – 
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was to incorporate the information embedded in pronunciations, hesitations, 
pauses and other features of the original interview. For use in quotations, the 
transcripts were edited to help with readability. 
Ethical issues were considered throughout the research process to avoid 
negative outcomes, especially for the interviewees. Even though the interviews 
did not include personally sensitive topics, negative effects could still arise both 
from the interview process itself and from repercussions arising from their 
participation. To avoid this, the interviews were confidential. The interviewees 
were informed that their identities would not be disclosed and that they would not 
be referred to by name in the thesis, but by their role in relation to ecological 
compensation. As one interviewee pointed out, however, it could be possible to 
identify interviewees based on their role and statements, especially as relatively 
few experts are involved in the discussion. To avoid this as best as possible, 
quotes were avoided that would hint to the identity of the interviewee, for example 
by making references to their background. 
Acquiring informed consent from the interviewees about their participation in the 
thesis was also considered a prerequisite for ethical conduct. The way it was 
done was by informing interviewees about the study and role of their own 
participation before making sure that they were willing to do the interview. 
Providing information about the study was not straightforward, however, since 
this could influence the kind of answers that were given and thereby influence the 
outcome of the study (Hammersley 2014). As the analysis focuses on discursive 
aspects that are not immediately apparent – and might change the responses if 
the interviewees were made aware of them – being completely transparent about 
the research was a challenge (see Hammersley 2014). Here it has been noted 
that researchers sometimes give “partial truths” (Thorne 1980:287) about the 
focus and scope of their research, which can be ethically problematic. This is not 
least the case with critical research, which might challenge the views of 
interviewees (Hammersley 2014). Since this study did focus on discourse and 
approached the responses from interviewees as discursive performances 
(Hammersley 2014) acquiring informed consent was therefore not an 
unproblematic task. However, attempts were made to be as transparent as 
possible about the analytical focus, especially by explicitly stating my interest in 
the interviewee’s views on ecological compensation and focus on 
conceptualizations (see appendix 1). 
 
4.4 Analysing interviews 
The interviews were analysed using the ADA approach, in particular the concept 
of storylines (see section 2.1). Since storylines are narratives which actors use to 
give meaning to phenomena, the analysis was focused on how the experts 
articulated ecological compensation. This includes arguments about the meaning 
of compensation and its role in Finland, as well as metaphors, judgements and 
framing which were used to construct the phenomena. 
Coding of the interviews was done as an iterative process (Roulston 2013), 
moving back and forth between data and analysis over a period of several 
months. First, coding was done in an open manner (Given 2012) with the intention 
of exploring the data and identifying overall themes while remaining empirically 
sensitive towards the materials. The initial codes were in that way designed to 
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reflect the topics that came up in the interviews and stay close to the expressions 
used by the interviewees. For example, these initial codes included “gap in 
legislation”, no net loss, and “economic incentives”. Based on the initial coding in 
combination with methodological considerations and knowledge about the topic, 
the analysis moved towards more focused coding (Given 2012) centring on 
themes that were considered salient. A new set of codes were developed which 
were more attuned to these particular aspects and combined themes into 
narratives that were used to identify the storylines. These codes included central 
themes – for example, “need for compensation” – as well as the storylines 
themselves. In that way, the coding was a process of going back and forth 
between developing interpretations and testing them against the materials and 
methodology, which gradually led to the data being organized into the themes 
and storylines presented in the analysis. 
It is important to keep in mind that storylines are not pre-existing or clearly defined 
entities. Rather, they are analytical devices that are used to investigate discursive 
dynamics and arguments in the discussion. Identifying storylines was therefore 
an interpretive activity which involved making decisions about the meaning and 
relevance of different aspects of the materials. In this process, I relied on an 
abductive approach (Reichertz 2013) of developing interpretations that were both 
based on the data and informed by existing literature. Here I relied especially on 
the study by Damiens, Porter and Gordon (2020) who have described the 
discursive dynamics around ecological compensation and the existence of 
reformist and radical discourses. The interpretation of the interviews was in that 
way supported by previous research, while remaining empirically sensitive by 
testing interpretations against the materials to see whether they would prove 
salient. To clarify which interviews a particular claim is based on or to cite from 
interviews, I make references to the interviewees with whom the interview was 
conducted. 
The identification of storylines was focused on describing arguments about how 
and why ecological compensation should – or should not – be implemented, 
because this was considered a central aspect of the discussion with major 
implications for the future role of ecological compensation. Storylines include 
different discursive elements – such as the understanding of what compensation 
entails, the conceptualization of nature in relation to compensation, and the 
assignment of responsibilities for doing compensation – which were considered 
to constitute a distinct storyline when they each reinforced a particular 
understanding of ecological compensation and prescription of how the 
implementation should take place. Similarly, storylines were distinguished by 
their diverging understandings of central aspects of ecological compensation and 
prescriptions for the implementation – such as whether it should be a voluntary 
or legislative mechanism (see table 5.2). This also led to the decision to include 
three storylines because these together covered the main ways in which 
ecological compensation was understood and the arguments for how it should be 
implemented. 
While I focus on doing a qualitative analysis – and therefore give less attention to 
the number of interviewees who expressed a particular argument – the frequency 
of statements did influence the identification of storylines, and it was considered 
necessary that more than one interviewee expressed a point of view before it 
could be considered as a storyline. This decision was made with the intention that 
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the storylines should be relevant in the discussion around ecological 
compensation, which was more likely when they were associated with several of 
the experts. For example, a potential storyline – which completely rejects the idea 
of compensation – was not included in the analysis because it had a minor role 
in the interviews (see section 5.1). 
Descriptions of the discussion were also considered relevant for the identification 
of storylines. For example, several interviewees described different “sides” in the 
discussion (RES#2, MIN#1, NGO#1) with different understandings and arguments 
about ecological compensation, as environmentalists and developers. Similarly, 
several interviewees described the opinions of others (NGO#2, RES#2, MIN#1, 
NGO#1, IND#2) either when positioning themselves or as reflective statements in 
which interviewees would present different opinions without taking a clear stance. 
These statements were included when identifying storylines because they 
describe relevant aspects of the discussion and present understandings and 
arguments, even if the experts themselves did not support them. The basis for 
identifying storylines was in that way not only arguments put forward by 
interviews, but also descriptions and reflexive statements. This means that 
storylines are not necessarily the expression of particular interviewees, but rather 
combined different rhetoric elements presented in the interviews which construct 
ecological compensation in a certain way. 
 

4.5 Limitations of the method 
As the scope of the study is limited to the discourses among experts, some 
aspects of the discussion around ecological compensation were not included. For 
example, some actors – especially environmental activists – were identified in the 
analysis as potentially relevant for the discussion but not included in the study, 
because they fall outside the group of experts that were identified. This does not 
mean that these actors do not have expertise, but rather that they were not found 
to be central in the current discussion around ecological compensation. The 
analysis does therefore not cover all aspects of the discussion around ecological 
compensation but focuses on the discourses among actors who are considered 
to hold the most central positions. Similarly, the study focuses on the discourse 
at the time the study was conducted and does therefore not go in depth with how 
this discourse has emerged, even though this did come up as part of the 
interviews. 
The use of interviews as main materials also affected the outcome of the analysis, 
since they constitute a particular discursive context (Willig 2013). This includes 
the interview setting itself – which is different from, for example, a discussion 
among experts – as well as the way the interview was conducted. Here the 
questions asked by the interviewer are important for the kinds of responses that 
the interviewees give. Asking specifically about the benefits of ecological 
compensation might for example have led to responses that were more focused 
on the beneficial aspects of compensation, which could be a reason for the 
widespread consensus on the need for ecological compensation among the 
interviewees (see 5.1). 
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5. Analysis 
In the following sections, I describe the findings of the analysis. I first present the 
general attitudes of the interviewees towards ecological compensation before 
describing the three storylines that were identified. 
 
5.1 Consensus and contestation of ecological compensation  
In the interviews, all of the experts argued that there is a need to implement 
ecological compensation in Finland, which they perceived as necessary in order 
to stop environmental degradation. In that way, there was a general consensus 
that implementing ecological compensation would be a good idea. This attitude 
was described as part of a process in which some actors have changed their 
opinions over recent years and the idea of ecological compensation has become 
“more mainstream” (RES#2). Here one interviewee described a change of opinion 
from idealistic to realistic that happened during the recent years: “ ere first we w
more idealistic [chuckles] some years ago […] but now we think that benefits [of 
compensation] are bigger than the losses” (NGO#1). In that way, it was 

not  –suggested that the discussion around ecological compensation is ongoing 
and  –in which the topic is actively discussed  ementationimplnd the least arou

that there have been recent shifts in attitudes and thinking.   
At the same time, one interviewee suggested that there are actors who are more 
“radical” (NGO#1) in their attitudes and who are critical towards ecological 
compensation, for example arguing that “nature has the holy value of its own” 
(NGO#1). They were identified especially as young people and groups such as 
Extinction Rebellion. However, these actors were not included in the interviews 
and the interviewees described these arguments rather than supporting them 
themselves. The reason why these “radical” actors were not included among the 
interviewed experts is, as NGO#1 suggested, that they are currently not involved 
in the discussion around ecological compensation. For this reason, they fall 
outside the scope of the study and were not included as interviewees. It was 
argued by NGO#1, however, that this is a relevant group with arguments that 
might be raised against ecological compensation in the future. This suggests that 
the discussion – including the consensus that ecological compensation should be 
implemented – fails to include some relevant actors and arguments that are 
important to address. 
Arguments raised by the experts for the need of ecological compensation were 
often associated with an idea that ecological deterioration is an inevitable effect 
of development (RES#2, IND#3, MIN#1, RES#3). In that way, there was a 
perceived need for conservation to balance unavoidable environmental damage. 
As one interviewee stated, 
 

“if we are aiming to stop the loss of biodiversity and loss of nature in 
general then the only possibility is to actually adopt ecological 
compensation or biodiversity offsetting. Because we cannot stop the 
growth of consumption in the developing countries, and we have no means 
of stopping the population growth. So there is no other option but to adopt 
ecological compensations, if we want to stop the loss of nature” (RES#3) 
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Here the interviewee argued that there was “no other option” besides ecological 
compensation, which frames it as a necessary mechanism to stop environmental 
degradation. Presenting the growth in consumption and population – which would 
lead to increased environmental pressure – as inevitable furthermore 
conceptualizes ecological compensation within the current socio-economic 
system, rather than questioning the current practices in a more fundamental way. 
As RES#2 said, ecological compensation would be “needed even in the most 
optimistic case, if we [laughs] don’t rule out human extinction”. While this was 
said in a somewhat ironic tone, it does illustrate what seemed to be the general 
opinion: that there is no viable alternative to implementing ecological 
compensation. To paraphrase Fredric Jameson (1994) it was easier to imagine 
human extinction than to imagine the end of environmental degradation. In that 
way, no other option was really presented by the experts and ecological 
compensation was framed as a necessity in order to stop the inevitable 
environmental degradation. 
Notably, interviewees supported the implementation despite being sceptical 
towards the outcomes of compensation. This scepticism was both formulated in 
terms of the possibility to actually compensate environmental losses and with 
reference to potential “systemic effects” (RES#2) of compensation that would 
enhance environmental degradation. It was often presented with reference to 
implementations of ecological compensation in other countries which many of the 
interviewees perceived as unsuccessful (NGO#1, NGO#2, RES#2, IND#1, IND#2 
IND#3, MIN#1). However, despite the unsuccessful examples from abroad, the 
interviewees still argued that it could bring positive outcomes in Finland. As 
MIN#1 argued, doing ecological compensation is “so hard. It fails almost every 
time [laughs]. But it's always better than the alternative of not doing anything, not 
requiring anything”. In that way, ecological compensation was generally argued 
to be an imperfect but necessary solution to environmental degradation – as 
NGO#2 said it would be “better than doing nothing”. 
An important aspect, which enabled this somewhat paradoxical understanding of 
ecological compensation, was that the criteria for what would constitute success 
and failure were not clearly defined, but open to interpretation and to become 
evident as the implementation would take place. In that way, it was argued that 
the implementation should be “experimental” (NGO#1) and that it would be able 
to identify and correct problems as they appear. The potential failure of ecological 
compensation was thereby downplayed because the implementation was framed 
as a cumulative process in which imperfections could be corrected along the way. 
This meant that the discussion focused on how the implementation should take 
place rather than whether, because ecological compensation was framed as a 
necessary and only option while its potential imperfections were side-lined and 
left open to improvements during the implementation process. 
While there was in that way general agreement on the need for ecological 
compensation, the interviewees expressed different views on how the 
implementation should occur. One interviewee described this situation by saying 
that “the devil is in the details, as they say [laughs]. So that is where we have… 
people might disagree, but broadly thinking there is quite good... what's the word, 
consensus” (RES#1). As this statement suggests, the experts were well aware of 
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the different arguments, and the consensus that ecological compensation should 
be implemented was expressed alongside awareness of disagreements about 
the “details” of how the implementation should take place. These “details” 
included central aspects, such as whether compensation should be voluntary or 
mandatory and the limits to what can be compensated. An obvious question here 
is whether there can really be consensus if there is also disagreement. This 
depends largely on how “consensus” is understood: Amongst the experts, there 
was disagreement about what ecological compensation is and should be, but 
consensus that there was a need to implement it. In that way, the consensus 
existed on the general question of whether to implement ecological 
compensation, whereas the “details” of how the implementation should take place 
were contested, as the different storylines show. 
 
5.2 Storylines 
Three storylines were identified based on the interviews. These were termed 
business for biodiversity, additional legislation for conservation and modifying the 
relationship with nature. Table 5.2 presents an overview of the storylines and their 
respective arguments on central issues related to the implementation of 
ecological compensation, which I will go more into in the following sections. 
 
Table 5.2: Overview of storylines and their arguments on central issues. 
 Business for 

biodiversity 
Additional 
legislation for 
conservation 

Modifying the 
relationship with 
nature 

Understandings of 
ecological 
compensation 

Can enable private 
actors to do 
compensation 

 

Potential win-win 
situation for business 
and nature 

Is a necessary but 
ambiguous 
mechanism 

 

Risk of 
greenwashing, 
especially with 
voluntary 
compensation 

Is a possibility to 
modify relationship 
with nature 

 

Can enable local 
deliberations about 
nature values 

Views on legislation 
and implementation 

Voluntary 
implementation that 
gives incentives for 
private actors is 
necessary 

Legislative control is 
necessary to steer 
compensation and 
avoid misuse and 
greenwashing 

Doing compensation 
should not be too 
easy or automatic 

 

Focus on local cases 

Conceptualization of 
nature 

Can always – in 
theory – be 
exchanged 

 

Nature as a whole 
can benefit from 
compensation 

Nature cannot be 
quantified in units, 
but is a diverse social 
phenomenon 

Views on the role of 
ecological 
compensation 

Compensation is a 
novel approach to 
conservation which 
engages new private 
actors 

Compensation is an 
additional 
conservation 
mechanism which 
supplements existing 
practices 

Compensation can 
enable discussions 
and deliberation 
about the values of 
nature 
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Radical or reformist 
(Damiens et al. 
2020) 

Reformist Reformist Radical 

 
 
5.2.1 Business for biodiversity 
This storyline was predominant among the experts representing industry and also 
expressed by other interviewees who distanced themselves from the 
understanding articulated in the storyline (RES#2, NGO#1, NGO#2). Therefore, 
it was considered a distinct storyline which presents a particular understanding 
of ecological compensation and a prescription for how it should be implemented. 
In the storyline, ecological compensation was constructed as a way to enable 
developers and businesses to participate in nature conservation and take 
environmental responsibility. It framed the current situation as one where private 
actors – in particular, developers and companies – are not sufficiently engaged 
in nature conservation activities. This was argued to constitute a shortcoming in 
the existing practices and legislation, which ecological compensation could 
amend by enabling private actors to participate in conservation. As RES#1 said, 
 

“in Finland, the nature conservation is something that government does, 
or state does. It’s not something so commonly done by private sector […] 
But then I think what the ecological compensation can do that… it brings 
new access to the nature conservation” (RES#1)  

 
In that way, ecological compensation was framed as a mechanism that would 
engage private actors and align the interests of developers with nature 
conservation. Ecological compensation was thereby presented as a possibility to 
reach a “win-win” (RES#2, IND#2) situation where both developers and nature 
conservation benefit. 
The metaphor of “win-win” was central in the storyline and underscores the 
argument that ecological compensation makes it possible for both development 
and conservation to benefit simultaneously. A characteristic expression of the 
“win-win” metaphor was presented in a picture from an article by Markku 
Ollikainen presenting the Habitat Bank (Ollikainen 2018). This shows a human 
“shaking hands” with a branch, which presents ecological compensation as a 
possibility to bring together interests of nature and humans in a business-like 
manner, suggested by the shaking of hands to conclude a good deal. 
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(Ollikainen 2018:287)  

 
In the storyline, a high degree of certainty was placed on the ability to bring 
environmental benefits. While some interviewees did emphasise the difficulties 
of doing compensation, these were framed as possible to overcome with proper 
use of compensation, such as using multipliers when calculating the necessary 
compensation to safeguard against the uncertainties (IND#3). This meant that the 
“win” for the environment was framed as relatively straightforward to achieve. In 
particular, the environmental benefits were argued to occur also from voluntary 
compensation, which distinguishes the storyline from additional legislation for 
conservation where the environmental benefits were framed as uncertain and 
contingent on particular kinds of implementation (see 5.2.2). For example, one 
interviewee stated that “if you do ecological compensation, either through 
voluntary actions or through legislation, that is of course win for the environment, 

net  and ultimately no –Here achieving environmental benefits  ).IND#2basically” (
evident with -presented as unproblematic and self was –loss of biodiversity 

ttle emphasis on the specific ways that these benefits would occur. relatively li  
The other “win” was framed as less self-evident, however, as the quote above 
continues: the one that has to do it... it depends. It can be a win, ”But the win for 
if the actor benefits from it.” (IND#2). Here the need to give incentives for doing 
ecological compensation was emphasised. Such incentives could come from the 
possibility to gain social acceptance (NGO#2, IND#3), to access funding which 
requires a demonstration of environmental responsibility (RES#1, IND#3, MIN#1) 
and to get permits for activities that would otherwise not be approved (IND#3, 
IND#2). In that way, ecological compensation was presented as a mechanism that 
could give incentives to take environmental responsibility, and the needs of 
responsible developers was framed as a central concern when implementing 
ecological compensation.  
To bring incentives for doing compensation, a voluntary compensation system 
was favoured. One reason for this was that a voluntary system was argued to 
bring more gains in social acceptance. As IND#2 said, “in Finland we tend to have 
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a… I would say an atmosphere that something that is regulated through law, it is 
not that much valued”. This meant that mandatory compensation would be seen 
as “nothing extra” (IND#2) and therefore not express environmental responsibility, 
which was possible when doing voluntary compensation. On the other hand, a 
mandatory compensation system was argued to add an extra burden to 
developers, which would lower the incentive to do compensation (IND#2). 
Voluntary compensation was also preferable because it would give developers 
more flexibility in terms of how compensation should be done. This flexibility was 
presented as an important need for developers, who might find their activities 
restricted by rare species. This concern was presented by IND#3 who stated that, 
 

“I've seen that that there has been an investment of hundreds of millions 
of euros of investment and suddenly, when you want to expand, and 
that's the only location where you can expand and make sure that your 
industry will succeed. Actually in that area, you will find very rare species 
suddenly, that shouldn't be there, hasn't earlier found there. So there 
have to be always a possibility to compensate that type of situation. So 
you have to protect also the funds of industry and individuals, so that 
can't be a situation where there is so called no-go areas.” (IND#3) 

 
Here ecological compensation was explicitly presented as a possibility to enable 
development activities and protect the interests of developers. By framing rare 
species as something that “shouldn’t be there” and which threatens the interests 
of developers, it conceptualizes nature as a barrier to development. In that way, 
ecological compensation was constructed as a way to make space for 
development by moving nature out of the way. And with the rejection of “no-go 
areas”, this includes removing restrictions to what can be compensated.  
The fact that moving nature out of the way could be framed as compatible with 
nature conservation – and indeed as a “win” for conservation – rests on a 
conceptualization of nature as something commensurable and exchangeable that 
can be moved around unproblematically – and in fact benefits from being moved. 
This constitutes nature as a very abstract and measurable thing, where 
conservation becomes about getting the numbers right in order of achieving no 
net loss. In that way, by emphasizing the possibilities to compensation nature to 
the benefit of both conservation and development, ecological compensation was 
presented as a new business-based conservation mechanism which would make 
it possible for development to move nature out of the way, while at the same time 
enabling private actors to take environmental responsibility. 
 
5.2.2 Additional legislation for conservation 
This storyline was predominant among the NGO representatives and also 
described as one “side” in the discussion (RES#2, MIN#1, NGO#1) – contrasting 
arguments articulated in the previous storyline. It was therefore central to the 
discussion and expresses a distinct understanding of how ecological 
compensation should be implemented. 
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In the storyline, ecological compensation was presented as a necessary but 
ambiguous addition to existing nature conservation. It was argued that ecological 
compensation would be needed to halt environmental degradation and 
biodiversity loss, something which existing conservation mechanisms were 
argued to be insufficient to achieve (NGO#2, RES#3). While ecological 
compensation was in that way not a perfect mechanism, it was argued to be 
“better than doing nothing” (NGO#2). At the same time challenges and risks of 
ecological compensation were emphasized, especially that implementing it might 
lead to negative outcomes for nature conservation by legitimizing environmental 
degradation and enabling greenwashing (RES#1, IND#1, RES#3). In that way, 
there was concern that compensation could be misused and become a “license 
to trash” (RES#3).  Another risk was that it might decrease the political will to 
implement other kinds of “traditional” (RES#2) nature conservation, such as 
protected areas (NGO#2, RES#3). There was concern about the “systemic 
effects” (RES#2) of ecological compensation, and it was framed as an ambiguous 
mechanism which would have good or bad outcomes, depending on how it would 
be implemented. In that way, the storyline thereby focused on how the 
implementation should take place to avoid negative outcomes, rather than 
questioning whether these potential outcomes were acceptable in the first place. 
Here legislation was presented as a central concern which would be determining 
for the outcomes of compensation, and mandatory implementation of ecological 
compensation was argued to be necessary to regulate the way that compensation 
would take place. On the other hand, voluntary compensation was argued to be 
problematic, since it lacks “control mechanisms” (NGO#2) and could therefore 
easily be misused. As the formulation of “control mechanisms” suggests, the role 
of legislation was conceptualized as controlling the activities of developers and 
make sure that compensation would be done correctly. As one interviewee said, 
”if the concept [ecological compensation] is kind of defined in legislation, there's 

-being diluted or hijacked by some anti not so much risk of the concept
onservationist forcesc ” (NGO#2). This statement also shows a scepticism 

towards private actors, whom the interviewee argued “probably will do anything 
that is not illegal” (NGO#2). In that way, there was little trust in the intentions of 
developers and private actors, which underlined the need for legislative 
regulation of compensation. This is a sharp contrast with the business for 
biodiversity storyline where developers are presented as environmentally 
responsible actors and the possibility of engaging private actors in compensation 
as one of the central benefits of ecological compensation.  
When it came to the way that ecological compensation should be implemented, 
it was argued that compensation should be additional to existing conservation 
(RES#2, RES#3). This referred to the additionality principle which states that 
“compensation is not used to replace existing policies, steering methods or good 
practices for securing natural diversity” (SYKE 2019:3). In that way, it was 
emphasised that compensation should not be a “shortcut” (MIN#1) that would 
lower requirements to minimize harm, but “something on top of everything” 
(RES#2) which would not cause any changes to existing demands and 
mechanisms. This distinguishes the storyline from the other two, which presented 
ecological compensation as a mechanism that would in some way change 
existing practices, either by enabling development activities to become 
environmentally responsible or by changing attitudes to nature conservation. 
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One interviewee did mention that additionality could be difficult to guarantee as 
different conservation activities are not neatly separated and that it would require 
“speculative calculation” (RES#2) about the future and past to know that nothing 
has been changed as an effect of ecological compensation. While the possibility 
of achieving additionality can in that way be questioned, framing ecological 
compensation as an additional mechanism implies that it will not influence 
existing practices and policies and thereby neutralises concerns that 
compensation will undermine conservation practices. 
Doing ecological compensation was conceptualized in the storyline mainly in 
terms of ecology and things done “out in nature” (NGO#2). In that way, it was 
separated from political discussions and questions of value. RES#3 presented 
this point of view by saying that 
 

“there are people who don't like offsets, which is ridiculous, if they are 
scientists, because it's nothing to like or dislike about, it is just that if you 
do this, this and that, then the outcome will be that, which means no net 
loss. So there are rules to the game, and if you obey the rules, the 
outcome will be good for the nature. And if you like it or not, has nothing 
to do with it. So it's not an ideology, but it's just how nature works, that if 
you restore it and you wait long enough, it will recover, and then you just 
estimate how fast and how much it will recover, and that's your benefit, 
and then you balance it with the with the harm that you did, and that's it, 
taking into account all the different aspects that goes into it” (RES#3) 

 
While other interviewees did put more emphasis on the difficulties of doing 
compensation – mentioning for example the possibility that “nature surprises you” 
(RES#1) – this quote describes the general argument that compensation is a 
technical process with “rules” that should be followed to achieve no net loss. Here 
it draws heavily on scientific authority which is able to understand the “nuts and 
bolts of ecological compensation” (RES#3) and guarantee environmental benefits 
from compensation. In that way, ecological compensation was framed as an 
explicitly non-political process which is not susceptible to ideological critique 
since there is “nothing to like or dislike about it”. While this is evidently not the 
case – as the substantial critique of compensation shows (see introduction) – it 
does construct the phenomenon in a way that marginalizes critique of ecological 
compensation as a social or ethical phenomenon, since the environmental 
benefits are framed as self-evident and the central issue of concern. In that way, 
arguments that ecological compensation causes a commodification of nature 
were rejected by one interviewee as a “more philosophical question than a real 
question” (RES#3) which implies that such critique is less relevant than “real 
questions” about the ecological effects. 
The quote also shows a particular way of constructing nature as an abstract entity 
that can be measured and predicted. In that way, it was argued that nature is 
knowable through quantification, and the concerns of conservation were framed 
in terms of benefitting “nature as a whole” (NGO#2) by comparing benefits to 
losses. This again implies exchangeability across sites which makes it possible 
to compensate. At the same time, the exchangeability was more restricted than 
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in the business for biodiversity storyline, since it was argued that there are “no-
go areas” which are irreplaceable and should not be destroyed. 
By conceptualizing ecological compensation in terms of ecological processes, the 
storyline constructed compensation as a way to add mandatory demands to 
developers causing environmental impacts. Here the role of scientific expertise 
was emphasised, and compensation was framed as a non-political mechanism 
which should be an addition to existing policies and practices in order to bring 
successful outcomes for nature conservation. 
 
5.2.3 Modifying the relationship with nature 
This storyline was less prominent than the previous two and was associated 
mainly with two of the experts (MIN#1 and RES#2). It was considered a separate 
storyline because it articulates a particular understanding which is relevant to the 
Finnish discussion and presents a more radical discourse around ecological 
compensation which has an important role in the global development of the 
concept (Damiens et al. 2020). 
In the storyline, ecological compensation was presented as a way to increase 
awareness of environmental effects of development projects (MIN#1) and a 
possibility “to modify the relationship with the nature” (RES#2). It focused on 
activities taking place on a local scale around specific development cases and 
involving various understandings of nature. Ecological compensation was in that 
way framed as a way to create communication and new attitudes towards 
environmental impacts, and it was conceptualized as a social phenomenon 
having to do with understandings and values, rather than first and foremost about 
ecological effects. This came with an objection to compensation being automatic 
and easy, which was argued to not bring the necessary reflections and 
discussions about the values at stake. As RES#2 said, 
 

”I prefer that offsetting would be difficult and would require a lot of thinking 
from the people destroying nature. Of course, it's not ideal, maybe for other 
reasons in some cases. But, yeah, maybe stopping and to think is not a 
bad thing in our society [laughs] somehow […] it shouldn't be too easy, too 
easy to, to just pay for the destruction you've done and go on.” (RES#2) 

 
By suggesting the need to stop and think, the activities leading to environmental 
degradation were problematized and framed as something heedless which calls 
for reflection. In that way, ecological compensation was argued to disrupt the 
dynamics that destroy nature and be a way to slow down development. This 
contrasts with the other two storylines where the dynamics leading to 
environmental degradation were not explicitly addressed. 
To achieve the necessary reflections, it was argued that compensation should be 
done by the actors doing the environmental degradation in order to create a 
sense of responsibility. MIN#1 expressed this point by saying that 
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“I would want it to be so that who causes damage has to take responsibility 
of also compensating it himself or making sure that someone on his behalf 
does it, not just pay the money, because I think it increases the feeling of 
responsibility” (MIN#1) 

 
Here the focus was on the personal engagement and effects of doing 
compensation, rather than on the ecological outcomes. As RES#2 said, 
developers should have to “face the destruction that they are doing” which would 
lead to changes in attitudes and better recognition of environmental losses. This 
would potentially have environmental effects because it would make actors think 
differently about the impacts of development and “try to get a better alternative, 
which doesn’t cause damage to the environment or the biodiversity” (MIN#1). 
While part of the motivation to reconsider the environmental impact would be 
economic – which is another aspect interviewee MIN#1 emphasized – the 
interviewees also suggested a more ethical aspect which is implied in the 
formulations like “responsibility” and “relationship with the nature”. As MIN#1 
stated in the quote above, it is two different things to “just pay the money” and to 
develop a personal sense of responsibility. In that way, the storyline framed 
ecological compensation as being about personal engagement which could bring 
about a sense of responsibility and lead to activities that are less harmful for the 
environment. 
On the other hand, the experts were critical of compensation schemes that would 
not include direct engagement with the local cases, for example by having a third 
part actor who would take care of doing the compensation. As RES#2 said, 
 
 “I don't think at all that it's nice that there's a central bank where you pay 

away your sins and then the central bank does something somewhere, no 
matter, maybe the all the points and numbers are right. But it doesn't 
connect to the nature, nobody connects to that nature that gets destroyed 
at that moment. So I don't think that's good” (RES#2) 

 
The phrase “pay away your sins” criticizes types of processes where the 
environmental impact is compensated, but without fostering any deliberation or 
reflection from the actors doing the damage. In that way, it was argued that 
compensation can be unsuccessful even when “all the points and numbers are 
right” if it fails to generate personal connections with the nature that is destroyed. 
This is in sharp contrast to the way ecological compensation was presented in 
the other storylines, especially by interviewee RES#3 who framed compensation 
explicitly as something not ideological, and where the benefits of compensation 
were articulated in terms of getting the numbers right to achieve no net loss. 
In line with its emphasis on personal engagement, the storyline conceptualized 
nature as something unique and to some extent unexchangeable, in particular 
because of the social significance of local natures. As the interviewee said, ”it's 
not the same kind of nature that can be exchanged in units and the same that 
you experienced there in place, that is unique” (RES#2). Here an explicit 
distinction was made between nature that “can be exchanged in units” and the 
nature that can be experienced, pointing to a social aspect of nature that 
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compensation measured in ecological units fails to include. This emphasises the 
importance of local engagement, because compensation between sites requires 
the inclusion of values and understandings invested in nature. 
To overcome this, it was argued that communication about values and 
understandings of nature were important and that ecological compensation 
should bring actors together to deliberate on the environmental effects of 
development projects. In that way, RES#2 said that ecological compensation can 
work well 
 

“if it brings people to really discuss what is the, what is really going on in this 
conflict. Why do people care about this forest […] it's about what the forest 
represents for the people and can it be somehow... can the parties start 
understanding each other and talk about the real values and how to somehow 
reconciliate them together.” (RES#2) 

 
In that way, ecological compensation was presented as a process revolving 
around the meanings and understandings invested in particular sites. By fostering 
direct and personal engagement with the environmental consequences of 
development, ecological compensation was argued to generate local 
deliberations about the values of particular sites and change the relationship with 
nature. 
 

6. Discussion 
The analysis presents three different storylines around ecological compensation 
in Finland. What distinguishes the storylines is not only that they present different 
arguments about how ecological compensation should be implemented, but also 
that they construct the phenomenon in different ways, drawing on different 
understandings of nature, environmental responsibility and the role of 
conservation. This shows that ecological compensation is not a generic policy 
mechanism, but rather a complex social phenomenon which is defined as part of 
particular contexts and discursive dynamics. Here the ”details” of ecological 
compensation take a central importance in shaping the phenomena, for example 
whether compensation is conceptualized a voluntary mechanism that privileges 
developers or a mandatory mechanism meant to steer development towards 
conservation. These findings echo previous literature showing that ecological 
compensation is a varied phenomenon with different configurations attuned to 
specific situations (Hrabanski 2015; Koh et al. 2019; Lapeyre et al. 2015). This 
emphasises the importance of how the concept is constructed in specific 
contexts. So how was ecological compensation constructed in the storylines, and 
what does this mean for the role of compensation in environmental politics? 
  
6.1 Constructing ecological compensation 
In the business for biodiversity storyline, ecological compensation is constructed 
as a way to align interests of developers and nature conservation. By making it 
possible to move nature out of the way, development is allowed to continue 
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unrestricted while at the same time taking environmental responsibility by 
compensating the environmental impacts. The role of ecological compensation 
thereby becomes to relieve the tension between development and conservation 
and align divergent interests, as expressed by the “win-win” metaphor. 
Here the storyline is similar to the “green neoliberalism” discourse around 
ecological compensation which aims to make nature fungible while empowering 
business and market actors in the development of environmental solutions 
(Damiens et al. 2020). It can be situated in a reformist discourse which argues 
that the solution to environmental degradation can be found within current socio-
economic systems and that loss of biodiversity can be halted by enabling private 
actors to compensate and thereby take environmental responsibility, while 
otherwise continuing business as usual. Thereby it makes it possible to construct 
conservation as aligned with – rather than antagonistic to – development and 
(re)position developers as environmentally responsible actors. This has important 
implications for the way in which conservation is understood by subsuming it 
under the interests of development. As other research has pointed out, it risks 
reconfiguring conservation in ways that benefit development rather than nature 
(Apostolopoulou and Adams 2017; Coralie et al. 2015; Damiens et al. 2020; 
Dauguet 2015; Spash 2015). An objection to this critique could be that is in fact 
possible to align development and conservation. However, it is not within the 
scope of this thesis to settle that dispute, but to point out that the particular way 
in which ecological compensation is constructed enables the interests of 
development to be frame as simultaneously the interests of conservation. 
In that way, the storyline resembles so-called “neoliberal conservation” (Büscher 
et al. 2012; Robertson 2004) which conceptualizes economic development as a 
solution to environmental problems while at the same time enabling further 
development. As Büscher et al. (2012:7) have argued, 

 
“while conservation conventionally is conveyed as something different, as 
“saving the world” from the broader excesses of human impacts under 
capitalism, in actuality it [neoliberal conservation] functions to entrain 
nature to capitalism, while simultaneously creating broader economic 
possibilities for capitalist expansion […] Conserving nature, paradoxically, 
seems also to have become the friend of capitalism.” 
 

Whereas I put less emphasis on the role of capitalism in this study – and focus 
instead on an empirical analysis of the discourse – the reconfiguration of 
conservation described by Büscher and co-workers resembles the way ecological 
compensation is presented in the storyline as resolving the tension between 
conservation and development and thereby make conservation the friend of 
development. By placing the need for incentives to do compensation as a central 
concern for the success of ecological compensation – and thereby conservation 
– the storyline pushes for an implementation which privileges the interests of 
developers and frames the moving of nature out of the way of development as a 
form of conservation. 
The technical possibility to compensate has important implications for the 
understanding of conservation: In the storyline, nature is conceptualized as 
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something measurable and exchangeable which can be compensated across 
sites and without limitations in the process of achieving no net loss. Thereby, 
nature is made mobile so that it can be moved out of the way, drawing in the 
process on an understanding of nature resembling what Turnhout and co-workers 
have called measurementality which “break[s] down the environment into discrete 
units such that they become commensurable and exchangeable” (Turnhout, 
Neves, and de Lijster 2014:583). By constituting nature as exchangeable within 
the ambition of achieving no net loss – in other words, for the sake of conservation 
– it simultaneously constructs the exchange of nature as a way to take 
environmental responsibility. This is seen in the emphasis of the point that private 
actors participate in conservation by doing compensation, which involves the 
moving of nature between sites to get it out of the way of development activities. 
As such, it is exactly one of the arguments for ecological compensation in the 
storyline, namely that it enables new actors to be involved in conservation. This 
also includes a reconceptualization of the meaning of conservation, where 
ecological compensation is introduced as a way to move nature out of the way to 
save it. 
Such a formulation resembles previous description of conservation strategies of 
selling nature to save it (McAfee 1999), privatizing nature to save it (Bonneuil 
2015) or reframing nature to save it (Apostolopoulou and Adams 2017) – which 
all describe ways of aligning conservation with economic development for the 
supposed benefit of conservation. These formulations are similar to the way that 
ecological compensation is presented in the storyline, but also differ by focusing 
mainly on the economic aspects of internalizing the value of the environment 
“based on financial incentives and profit” (Apostolopoulou and Adams 2017:28). 
While economic incentives do figure in the storyline, there is another aspect about 
the possibility of taking environmental responsibility, which cannot be described 
simply as a financial incentive: Even though it might amount to the same in some 
ways – by for example giving access to funds or permits – the possibility of 
moving nature out of the way also constructs ecological compensation as 
something which enables developers to take on a different role in nature 
conservation, namely that of responsible actors driving the protection of 
biodiversity. This is seen in the framing of ecological compensation as a way to 
enable developers to participate in conservation and in that way redefining it as 
something more than “something that government does” (RES#1), which includes 
a reconfiguration of the roles and responsibilities around nature conservation. 
Arguing for ecological compensation as a voluntary mechanism similarly 
positions developers as responsible actors who actively take environmental 
responsibility rather than being forced to do it. In that way, compensation 
becomes a pivotal concept for redefining environmental responsibility and 
situating it with developers who are at the centre of the possibility to align 
development and conservation. 
 
In contrast, additional legislation for conservation emphasises the need to limit 
and control the “anti-conversationist forces” of development. Rather than 
enabling developers to take environmental responsibility, it constructs ecological 
compensation as a legislative mechanism to steer development. As such, it 
resembles the discourse of “administrative rationalism” (Damiens et al. 2020; 
Dryzek 2013) which emphasises the role of regulation and need to control 
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development. This is characterized as a top-down approach of government rather 
than governance based on more decentralized dynamics (Dryzek 2013:97). In 
the storyline, it is seen in the emphasis of legislative control and administrative 
approach to compensation, which constructs ecological compensation as a way 
to enforce rules on development activities for the benefit of conservation. While 
ecological compensation is in that way constructed as a way to steer 
development activities – and in that way problematizes development practices – 
it simultaneously conceptualizes compensation within a growth framework where 
the role of compensation is to respond to the environmental degradation that 
results from current practices. This is particularly evident in the formulation of 
ecological compensation as an additional mechanism, which emphasises that it 
is not something which disrupts currents systems. It therefore constructs 
ecological compensation in a reformist way by envisioning the solution to 
environmental degradation within existing socio-economic structures. Describing 
their approach to ecological compensation as “pragmatic” (NGO#2, NGO#1) 
interviewees emphasized this point by framing themselves as problem-solving 
within a scenario of economic development and environmental degradation. 
Embracing the ability of ecological compensation to achieve no net loss, the 
storyline – similar to the business for biodiversity storyline – conceptualizes 
nature as exchangeable and mobile and thereby expresses a measurementality 
(Turnhout et al. 2014). As expressed by RES#3, the process of doing 
compensation is presented as predictable and reducible to “rules” that can be 
known via science and followed to reach positive outcomes of compensation. 
Similar conceptualizations of compensation have been traced to the etymology 
of the word “net” in no net loss: As Sullivan and Hannis (Sullivan and Hannis 
2015:72) point out, this word “comes from Middle French net, meaning clean or 
morally pure, which in turn derives from classical Latin nitidus, meaning bright, 
shining or glossy” – an etymology which is shared with the English word neat. 
This exemplifies the approach to nature as something neat and measurable 
which, as for example Morgan Robertson (2006) has argued, is not an innocent 
fact but rather something which emerges from particular practices which makes 
nature visible – whether for capital or for a legislative administration. In that way, 
the conceptualization of natural “rules” which can be followed to achieve no net 
loss implies an enactment of particular neat versions of nature which are 
susceptible to quantification and exchange (Asdal 2008; Turnhout 2018). This 
involves reducing ecological complexity to a point where different sites can be 
compared and exchanged (Robertson 2006) in the process of mobilizing nature 
for compensation. In that way, the construction of ecological compensation has 
strong resemblances with the business for biodiversity storyline, but with an 
important difference: Whereas in business for biodiversity, the mobilization of 
nature happens to make place for development, in additional legislation for 
conservation it is constructed as an additional demand alongside existing 
environmental policies which is first and foremost intent on benefitting 
conservation. It thereby addresses some of the concerns that can be raised in 
relation to the alignment of conservation with development interests, such as the 
possibility of greenwashing. However, by constituting nature as something which 
can be exchanged across sites, the storyline does enable an exchange of nature 
which risks legitimizing environmental impacts because of the possibility to 
compensate. As such, it conceptualizes conservation within a framework which 
potentially undermines conservation by facilitate environmental degradation 
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(Apostolopoulou and Adams 2017; Coralie et al. 2015; Dauguet 2015; Spash 
2015). 
While concerns about the undermining effects of ecological compensation were 
voiced in the storyline, these were to a large extent side-lined by the argument 
that compensation would nevertheless be necessary as well as the insistency 
that proper legislative implementation would make it possible to avoid negative 
effects. Here the concept of additionality had an important role by framing 
ecological compensation can be something “on top of everything” (RES#2) which 
is separated from other conservation practices. In that way, it constructs 
ecological compensation as a neat mechanism whose impacts can be effectively 
managed, even though – as RES#2 pointed out – this is not a straightforward 
task or perhaps even feasible. Still, evoking additionality effectively addresses 
concerns about the potential negative impacts and thereby neutralizes 
contestation of ecological compensation. This makes the concept of additionality 
important for generating support for the implementation among the experts, 
especially those who expressed scepticism about the outcomes of compensation. 
It also shows that the discussion around ecological compensation is not only 
about divergent understandings and opinions but also includes dynamics which 
neutralises differences between discourses (see Daccache 2013). By focusing 
on how ecological compensation can be implemented – with the assumption that 
the implementation is necessary – it opens up “pragmatic” negotiations in which 
the experts are motivated to find solutions in a way that would not have been 
possible if the discussion had focused on whether ecological compensation 
should be implemented (see section 6.2). Here the concept of additionality has 
an important role because it makes it possible for experts – especially those 
representing NGOs – to support ecological compensation with a presumed 
guarantee that the negative outcomes can be avoided. 
 
While the previously described storylines construct ecological compensation in a 
reformist way, the modifying the relationship with nature does to some extent 
articulate the role of compensation in transforming socio-economic processes. 
This happens by constructing ecological compensation as a social process with 
potential effects on the relationship with nature and attitudes towards the 
environmental impacts of development. In that way, the storyline resembles the 
discourse of “green radicalism” for which “[c]hanging the way people experience 
the world is crucial” (Dryzek 2013:200) in order to achieve the transformation 
needed to solve environmental issues (Damiens et al. 2020). It is a (somewhat) 
radical approach to ecological compensation, which conceptualizes it as a way 
to transform current systems to achieve environmental solutions. This is seen in 
the suggestion of compensation as a way to slow down development and thereby 
change – however modestly – dynamics leading to environmental degradation. 
In that way, the storyline presents a critique of ecological compensation as “a 
reformist project that produces natures compatible with development, rather than 
a field that advances governance systems compatible with biocultural diversity” 
(Damiens et al. 2020:7) and it can be situated in the discourse around ecological 
compensation as part of a “radical resistance” which has challenged reformist 
conceptualizations of compensation and argued for compensation as a 
“transformative tool” in environmental politics (Damiens et al. 2020). In the 
storyline, this is seen in the focus on the social values of nature and local 
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deliberations as part of compensation. Here nature is conceptualized as 
something local and unique, rather than an external entity that can be measured 
and exchanged. In that way, it differs from the technical approach characteristic 
of the other two storylines and instead constructs ecological compensation as a 
complex social phenomenon. Though the idea of compensation and possibility 
for positive outcomes are still embraced, these are conceptualized in terms of the 
communicative process rather than activities done “out in nature” and include 
communities affected by specific compensation activities. 
This conceptualization of nature as something “unique” does to some extent go 
against the notion of no net loss which requires the existence of something 
comparable that can be exchanged – as Benoît Dauguet has argued, “the more 
unique and special natural sites appear, the less easily offsettable they become” 
(Dauguet 2015:535). Arguing for the uniqueness of sites can in that way be 
mobilized as an argument against compensation by rejecting the idea of 
“exchangeability” – a line of argumentation that is found in the critique of 
compensation as a commodifying process (see for example Spash 2015; 
Dauguet 2015). However, rather than rejecting the idea of ecological 
compensation, the storyline argues for ecological compensation but constructs 
the phenomenon in a way that emphasises social aspects and outcomes rather 
than no net loss. By emphasizing the local uniqueness of compensation, the 
focus is shifted away from the ecological outcomes of compensation – as 
expressed in the aim of no net loss – and instead ecological compensation is 
constructed as a process involving different understandings and values. In other 
words, as a process of social deliberation about the impacts of development. 
In that way, it presents a way of constructing ecological compensation in a radical 
way which shifts the agenda away from upholding status quo and towards a 
reconfiguration of development and conservation practices. This can be done, for 
example by enabling discussions about offsetability and social equity – raising 
questions such as “no net loss for whom?” – which are often not addressed in 
relation to ecological compensation (Maron et al. 2016). By constructing 
ecological compensation as a social process, the storyline thereby enables 
deliberations about the value and meaning of nature and bring transformative 
changes to development and conservation practices. Whether this will happen 
remains to be seen, however, as it depends on the successful conceptualization 
of ecological compensation as a local and social phenomenon, which goes 
against the arguments for compensation as a technical mechanisms and 
somethings which can align development and conservation. Since reformist 
discourses have been powerful in shaping the global development of the 
ecological compensation concept (Damiens et al. 2020) it requires a dramatic 
discursive development to redefine ecological compensation as a way to slow 
down development and open up social deliberations about the values of nature. 
 
As the previous sections show, ecological compensation is constructed in 
different ways in the storylines which argue for different implementations and 
draw on different understandings of the phenomenon. Here the analysis 
resembles that of Sullivan and Hannis (2015) who concluded that divergent 
positions existed in the discussion around ecological compensation in the UK. 
Their study also described arguments similar to those presented in the interviews, 
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for example about whether compensation should be voluntary or mandatory and 
whether developers are environmentally responsible or not (Sullivan and Hannis 
2015:168–70). However, whereas Sullivan and Hannis concluded that this 
“irresolvable” character of the discussion meant that any resolution between the 
discourses was unlikely, what this study has found is that all of the interviewees 
did indeed support the implementation of ecological compensation in one way or 
another. Furthermore, some of the interviewees – who were generally critical of 
ecological compensation – descried themselves as “pragmatic”, suggesting a will 
to accept compromises to reach resolution. In that way, there is consensus 
among the experts about the need for ecological compensation in Finland, which 
shows that the differences between the storylines are not irresolvable but rather 
become intersected by the concept of ecological compensation. 
A reason for this can be found in the discussion around ecological compensation, 
which in Finland involves a wide range of actors to decide the role and boundaries 
of compensation, as seen for example in the groups of stakeholders represented 
in the working group (see section 3). In their study, Sullivan and Hannis 
concluded that a way to build support for ecological compensation would be to 
facilitate a “deeper discussion” (Sullivan and Hannis 2015:172) about the 
compensation approach, which resembles the kind of process that is taking place 
in Finland – in contrast with the process in the UK. In that way, is possible that 
the structure of the discussion in Finland has had an influence on the opinions 
among the experts and generated support for ecological compensation by 
enabling a “deep” and inclusive discussion around the implementation. At the 
same time, however, this seems insufficient to explain how the Finnish experts 
could come to consensus, despite having such different understandings of the 
phenomenon and envisioning different versions of the implementations. So how 
did this consensus occur? And what does it show about the role of ecological 
compensation? Since Finland is one of the countries where ecological 
compensation has not (yet) been implemented, understanding the dynamics 
leading to the consensus is especially relevant for understanding how ecological 
compensation becomes established as a viable solution to environmental 
degradation and biodiversity loss at a local scale. 
 
6.2 Reaching consensus 
I argue that two aspects of the discussion around ecological compensation 
enable experts to agree on the need for its implementation, despite presenting 
different – and often conflicting – arguments about how the implementation 
should happen. These are: 
 

1) The construction of ecological compensation as the only way to respond 
to the issues of environmental degradation and biodiversity loss – a 
situation in which a common sense is established around ecological 
compensation which mobilises support for its implementation. 
 

2) The interpretative flexibility of the concept of ecological compensation, 
which makes it possible for the experts to agree about the need for its 
implementation, despite having different understandings of the details of 
how the implementation should happen.  
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As for the first, the construction of ecological compensation as the only possible 
solution means that the discussion focuses on how the implementation should 
take place, while possible shortcomings are side-lined (see section 5.1). This is 
seen, for example, in the formulation that ecological compensation would be 
“better than doing nothing” (NGO#2) which emphasizes the need for action, 
despite possible shortcomings of compensation itself. Similarly, NGO#2 and 
NGO#1 – who were relatively sceptical towards ecological compensation – 
described themselves as “pragmatic” in their attitudes, suggesting a willingness 
to find solutions in which the “benefits are bigger than the losses” (NGO#1) – in 
other words, to make compromises and accept losses in order to find some kind 
of solution which would, after all, be better than nothing at all. 
Constructing ecological compensation as the only possibility is not new. For 
example, Hase and ten Kate (2017:34) have stated – in response to critique of 
ecological compensation – that “[t]he risks and opportunities of using biodiversity 
offsets need to be presented against clear, plausible counterfactual propositions” 
and they ask rhetorically “how can the Aichi targets, Sustainable Development 
Goals and goals of No Net Loss […] be achieved without the proper use of 
biodiversity offsets?” Similar to statements by the experts, it frames ecological 
compensation as the only option, challenging critics to present alternatives. It also 
outlines the requirement for valid alternatives, namely that they have to be clear, 
plausible and counterfactual – in other words, “realistic” and based on a particular 
kind of factual knowledge. This resembles the way that RES#3 rejected criticism 
of ecological compensation as being more of a “philosophical question than a real 
question”, suggesting that “real questions” are those referring to facts and that 
such questions are more valid. 
In that way, a common sense is articulated which delineates how the issue and 
its possible solutions should be understood (Daccache 2013). This is seen in the 
way the experts drew on a shared understanding from which ecological 
compensation emerges as the only solution as well as a commitment to a 
particular version of the issue, which lends itself to factual and pragmatic 
approaches. On the other hand, alternative understandings were marginalized as 
“philosophical questions” (RES#3) or as “ideological” (NGO#1) attitudes, which 
experts positioned themselves against, suggesting that these were not the 
appropriate way to understand the issue. The concept of additionality also works 
to establish a common sense by neutralising differences between the storylines 
and making it possible for also the more sceptical experts to support 
compensation mechanisms (see section 6.1). In that way, the agreement on the 
need to implement ecological compensation can be traced to a common sense 
which understands the issue in a particular way and lends itself to particular kind 
of solution. 
Here it is interesting that several interviewees described changes in opinion over 
recent years (NGO#2, MIN#1, NGO#1), including shifts from being more 
“idealistic” (NGO#1). As this thesis is a snapshot of the discourse at the time when 
the interviews were conducted it is not possible to go into a deeper analysis of 
how these shifts happened. However, this would be a relevant topic for further 
research to understand the discursive dynamics and in particular how a common 
sense understanding of ecological compensation as the only possible solution 
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has become established. As the study suggests that some relevant actors – who 
might be critical towards ecological compensation – are not included in the 
implementation process, it is also important to ask what voices are left out of the 
discussion and what implications this has for the consensus expressed by the 
experts. 
 
Another aspect that enables consensus among the experts is the interpretative 
flexibility of the ecological compensation concept, which is constructed in such a 
way that it accommodates diverging understandings. This is especially noticeable 
with the conceptualization of ecological compensation as either a “voluntary” or 
“mandatory” mechanism, which – despite being very different mechanisms and 
constituting a central tension between storylines – both pass for ecological 
compensation. In that way, the experts argue for different implementations of the 
concept, while nonetheless agreeing on the general need for ecological 
compensation. This is made possible because the concept accommodates 
different understandings while minimising tension about what exactly ecological 
compensation means. As interviewee RES#1 summarized the situation, the 
experts agree on the need for ecological compensation while the “devil is in the 
details” about how the implementation should be done in practice. The flexibility 
of the ecological compensation concept thereby enables it to intersect different 
approaches to the phenomenon and for the experts to support its implementation 
while arguing for conflicting “details” of how the concept should be understood. 
Interpretative flexibility has previously been emphasized as an important feature 
of ecological compensation. In their genealogy of biodiversity offsetting, Marie 
Hrabanski (2015) concluded that the flexibility of the concept has enabled the 
promotion of different compensation mechanisms under the headline of 
biodiversity offsetting, which is part of the explanation of the success of the 
concept. Similarly, Damiens, Porter and Gordon (2020) concluded that 
biodiversity offsetting is not the product of a single discourse, but has been 
shaped by the interplay and competition of various discourses who have in 
different ways employed the concept. In that way, both studies emphasize the 
plurality of the compensation concept and its various meanings in different 
contexts, which resembles the findings from the present study where storylines 
construct ecological compensation in differing ways. However, the scope of this 
thesis differs from those of Damiens, Porter, and Gordon (2020) and Hrabanski 
(2015) who analysed the historical development of biodiversity offsetting, rather 
than focusing on local discussions. It therefore adds that the flexibility of 
ecological compensation is important not only for the global development of the 
concept, but also for the discursive dynamics around the implementation in 
specific contexts. In particular, constructing the phenomenon in a way that lends 
it open to interpretative flexibility enables consensus around the need for 
ecological compensation in Finland, despite differing arguments among the 
experts around the “details” of its implementation. In that way, ecological 
compensation does not figure as a singular phenomenon with a fixed meaning, 
but rather that it was interpreted in different ways and taken up as part of various 
discourses. 
 



 38 

6.3 The role of ecological compensation 
By accommodating different understandings, the role of ecological compensation 
resembles a boundary object (Star 2010; Star and Griesemer 1989) which is 
translated across social boundaries and makes it possible for the experts to 
cooperate around ecological compensation without having a shared 
understanding of what the concept means. The boundary object concept is well 
attuned to the way in which ecological compensation enables consensus among 
the experts and support for the implementation, while also being a site of differing 
understandings and contestation. In that way, the consensus among the experts 
exists around ecological compensation as a flexible concept, rather than as a 
well-defined mechanism, which resembles the characteristics of a boundary 
object (Star and Griesemer 1989). 
At the same time, since the boundary object concept focuses on the role of 
“objects” in enabling cooperation, it is less suitable to analyse the constitutive role 
of ecological compensation and its effects on nature conservation. While the 
design of this study does not enable a thorough analysis of the ways in which 
understandings and opinions have shifted, it does suggest that ecological 
compensation is more than a passive object. Rather, ecological compensation 
has an active role in shaping nature conservation by enacting particular 
understandings of the meanings, roles and responsibilities involved. In that way, 
the discussion around ecological compensation includes negotiating the meaning 
of nature conservation. This is seen for example in the questions about the 
exchangeability of nature and the role of private actors in solving environmental 
issues, where central aspects of nature conservation are at stake. The discussion 
around ecological compensation is therefore a process not only of cooperation 
but also of reconfiguration from which new aims, understandings and positions 
can emerge (see also Damiens, Porter, and Gordon 2020). Here it is important 
to be attentive to the “details” of how the concept is understood because they 
matter for the kind of nature conservation that ecological compensation enacts – 
whether it is as a possibility to align development and conservation, supplement 
insufficient legislation, or to change relationships with nature. The discussion 
around the implementation is in that way not only about how ecological 
compensation should be implemented, but also how it – and nature conservation 
more generally – should be understood. This means that the role of ecological 
compensation is not only as a conservation “object” but also as an intersection of 
discourses which enables (re)enactments of the meanings, roles and 
responsibilities of nature conservation. 
 
6.4 Limitations and questions for further research 
This study focuses on the discourse around ecological compensation at a 
particular moment during the process of implementing it into the Finnish 
legislation. While designing the research in that way enables an analysis of the 
way in which experts construct the phenomenon, it also limits the analysis to a 
narrow temporal scale. Here it would be relevant to include the dynamics leading 
up to the way that ecological compensation is constructed, including the 
consensus around the need to implement it in Finland. Such historical analysis 
has been done on a large scale (Bonneuil 2015; Damiens et al. 2020; Hrabanski 
2015) but there has been little research which focuses on the way process of 
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implementing ecological compensation on a local scale. This study addresses 
that gap by focusing on the discourse around ecological compensation in relation 
to its implementation in Finland. However, it does not include a temporal span 
that would make it possible to analyse the way in which the discourse has 
developed which would be relevant – especially in light of the shifts in attitudes 
described by the experts. 
Focusing on changes in the discourse would also make it possible to develop an 
understanding of the role which ecological compensation has had in the 
discourse around nature conservation, both the more overall trends that have 
been described in relation to ecological compensation (Damiens et al. 2020; 
Hrabanski 2015) – such as a move towards an economic approach to nature 
conservation (Coralie et al. 2015) – and the specific dynamics around local 
discussions. These trends have to a large extent been attributed to “a few 
dominant actors” (Coralie et al. 2015:499) rather than more dispersed discursive 
dynamics and performative effects of mechanisms such as ecological 
compensation. As I argue that ecological compensation constitutes nature 
conservation in particular ways, it would be relevant to analyse the kind of role 
that the concept has had. Here it can be asked what role (if any) ecological 
compensation has had in shifting the discourse among Finnish experts, resulting 
in the consensus around compensation as a “better than doing nothing” 
environmental solution? How (if at all) did the discussion around ecological 
compensation conceptualize nature conservation in ways that enabled 
developers, researchers and conservationists to agree on the need for a new 
conservation mechanism? While the analysis of this thesis suggests that an 
alignment of actors has taken place around the implementation of ecological 
compensation, it does not provide material for describing how this process has 
taken place. This would help gaining understanding of the “everyday practices” 
(Damiens et al. 2020:7) that have shaped ecological compensation and which 
are important for how it will develop, including the role of compensation in 
reconfiguring positions and understandings. 
Focusing on particular aspects of the discourse – such as the concept of 
additionality and the allocation of environmental responsibility, which are central 
aspects of the discussion – would also be relevant for understanding the role of 
these aspects in the discussion around ecological compensation, including the 
ways in which they constitute the processes of compensation and conservation. 
This includes how (and whether) ecological compensation is constructed as a 
neat and additional mechanism, and in what ways compensation is involved with 
shifting the responsibility for environmental solutions towards private actors. 
The temporal focus of the study means that it does not include the process of 
formulating and implementing legislation about ecological compensation and the 
effects this has on the discourses. As I argue that interpretative flexibility is a 
central feature which enables consensus around ecological compensation, it will 
be interesting to follow what happens when more concrete proposals for the 
implementation are formulated. Defining the concept more specifically – for 
example, as a voluntary or mandatory mechanism – might mean that ecological 
compensation becomes less open to interpretative flexibility, which limits the 
possibilities for different understandings of the phenomenon to co-exist. In that 
way, it is likely to raise discussions about the “details” since these can no longer 
be side-lined as part of the general consensus that the implementation is needed. 
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This could open up new arguments for and against ecological compensation and 
shift the discussion to whether compensation should be implemented. 
Here it will also be relevant to include a wider range of contexts in which 
ecological compensation is constructed. As this study used interviews as the 
main materials, it focuses on the language used to construct ecological 
compensation in a particular context which is different from the situations in which 
the discussion usually takes place. As Kristin Asdal (2008, 2015) has shown, it is 
not only words that matter for how issues are constituted, but also practices which 
enact particular kind of phenomena. In that way, it would be important to include 
different contexts where ecological compensation is constructed, such as the 
production of knowledge as part of pilot projects and sites of legislative 
development like the ministerial working group. 

 
7. Conclusion 

In this thesis, I investigate storylines (Hajer 1995) around ecological 
compensation in Finland where it is currently being implementation into the 
national legislation. Drawing on a constructivist approach which takes 
environmental issues to be discursively produced, I analysed 9 interviews 
conducted with experts involved in the discussion around ecological 
compensation in Finland.  
Three storylines are identified which construct ecological compensation either as 
1) a way to enable private actors to take environmental responsibility and thereby 
align the interests of development and conservation, 2) additional legislation on 
top of existing conservation practices, aimed at steering development towards no 
net loss, or 3) a social phenomenon aimed at fostering local deliberations and 
changing relationships with nature. The first two storylines are categorized as 
reformist discourses (Damiens et al. 2020) as they conceptualize solutions to 
environmental degradation and biodiversity loss within current socio-political 
dynamics. By arguing for the exchangeability of nature, they constitute 
conservation in a way that makes it possible to move nature out of the way of 
development and thereby risk enabling development activities, rather than 
conservation. On the other hand, the third storyline constructs the issue in a 
radical way (Damiens et al. 2020) and argues for a transformative effect of 
ecological compensation, especially by slowing down development and changing 
understandings of nature-human relationships. Emphasising the uniqueness of 
nature, it constructs ecological compensation in a way that shifts the attention 
away from the goal of no net loss and towards the process of doing 
compensation, which can enable local deliberations. 
While there is contestation over the meaning of ecological compensation and how 
it should be implemented, the experts agree that some version of the mechanism 
should be implemented. In that way, there is both consensus and contestation 
around the implementation of ecological compensation – a situation which one 
interviewee summarized by stating that “the devil is in the details”. The consensus 
is traced to a common sense (Daccache 2013) shared by the experts, which 
constructs ecological compensation as the only possible solution to stop 
biodiversity loss and neutralises differences between the storylines. Because the 
experts agree that ecological compensation is necessary, the discussion focuses 
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on how – rather than whether – the implementation should take place and 
involves negotiations of the roles and meanings of nature conservation as part of 
“pragmatic” attempts to find solutions. 
By showing different ways of constructing ecological compensation, the study 
echoes previous research which emphasises the interpretative flexibility (Pinch 
and Bijker 1984) of the concept and the multiple ways in which it can be 
implemented. Furthermore, it shows that interpretative flexibility is an important 
aspect of ecological compensation also at a local scale which enables the 
concept to be understood in multiple ways and thereby intersect different 
approaches to the issue. The discussion around ecological compensation is in 
that way also about understandings of nature conservation more generally, which 
makes it pivotal for potential reconfigurations of the field by negotiating aspects 
such as the exchangeability of nature and the meaning of environmental 
responsibility. The role of ecological compensation is therefore not only as a 
passive policy “object” but also as a concept which enacts particular approaches 
to nature conservation. This makes it important to further investigate the shifts 
that take place around ecological compensation to understand its role in 
reconfiguring the field of nature conservation. In particular, the construction of 
ecological compensation as the only solution to stop biodiversity loss deserves 
further attention, since it is central to the support of the implementation and can 
improve the understanding of the discursive shifts that have taken place around 
ecological compensation. Including a wider range of actors will also be important 
to understand the more general attitude towards ecological compensation and 
bring attention to voices that are excluded from the implementation process. 
As the implementation of ecological compensation in Finland is still ongoing, the 
discussion is likely to change as the process develops. This study therefore 
provides a snapshot of the discourse at this particular moment. Following 
changes in the discourse as the implementation progresses will be important to 
understand the implications ecological compensation will have on nature 
conservation and to understand the dynamics around the discussion. Here it will 
be relevant to ask whether the introduction of more concrete proposals for the 
implementation will transform the discussion and challenge the consensus 
among the experts, which is enabled by the current flexibility of the ecological 
compensation concept.  
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Appendix 
 
Appendix 1: Interview guide 
In the beginning of each interview, I introduced myself and the thesis which the 
interviews would be part of. I stated that I would be interested in hearing about 
their views on ecological compensation, which would be used to analyse expert 
conceptualizations around ecological compensation. The definition of the term 
ecological compensation was also explained – i.e., that it was used in a broad 
sense, encompassing the term biodiversity offsetting. This clarification was 
important to avoid misunderstandings about the terms used, since the 
terminology around ecological compensation is varied and flexibly used. Finally, 
before going into the prepared questions, it was made clear that the interviews 
were confidential and that interviewees would not be referred to by name in the 
thesis. 
Besides background questions about the interviewees background and 
involvement with ecological compensation, the general questions asked in the 
interviews were: 

 
- In your opinion, what are the possible benefits of ecological 

compensation? 
- Who/what do you think would benefit from ecological 

compensation? How? 
- In your opinion, what are the main challenges related to ecological 

compensation? 
- Do you think it is possible to overcome the challenges of 

ecological compensation? How? 
- What do you think are the shortcomings of ecological 

compensation? 
- Do you think your views on ecological compensation are shared 

by other experts engaged with the topic? How/how not? 
- Do you think it is a good idea to implement ecological 

compensation in Finnish legislation? 
- What do you think about the criticism of ecological compensation 

as a commodifying process? 
- In your opinion, what makes ecological compensation different 

from other kinds of nature conservation? 
- How do you think implementing ecological compensation into 

Finnish legislation will affect how nature conservation is done? 


