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ABSTRACT

While ‘awareness' calls for a greater consideration of biodiversity and a transformation of practices, the
guestion arises for all actors, albeit in very different ways, as to what is this biodiversity that should be
protected and how to act appropriately. This thesis examines the links between transformations of knowledge
about biodiversity and the valuation of its meaningful properties, by drawing on the study of biodiversity
offsets. The observation of the IPBES work during a plenary in 2018 allows first the analysis of the negotiations
and perceived implications of global biodiversity knowledge. Then, the transformations caused by biodiversity
offsets are studied by focusing on their emergence at a global level and then by taking as a case study the
implementation of these policies in Colombia. For this purpose, a ten-month fieldwork has been carried out in
the country in 2018-2019, including several months of ethnography within its national environmental authority
— the ANLA, in charge of the licensing of projects. Instead of analysing whether offsets can actually fulfil
their promises, which consist in compatibilizing conservation and development, this research articulates moral
sociology with French pragmatic sociology to take a step back by looking at the multiplicity of contradictory
effects that the development of this policy produces, and the struggles of actors to make sense of it and
determine a coherent way to orient their inquiries and actions. Through its multi-sited character, this research
shows not only the multiple reconfigurations of the notion of biodiversity and its components caused by global
assessments, biodiversity offsets and impact evaluations, but also the actualization of environmental ethics in
practices through valuations, and their inseparability from a web of valuations of knowledges, institutions,
politics, procedures and actors. This work also contributes to understanding scales and scale-making as sites
of contestation by showing their key role in the valuation of impacts and more largely in defining and
articulating problems and solutions with regard to the biodiversity crisis. This thesis finally demonstrates how,
while offsets are considered scientific or technical and based on stabilized conventions, actors constantly
questioned the place and space that the ‘political’, that is the possibility of overcoming the hegemonic language
of evaluation, may, should, or take in the processes in which facts and valuations are woven.



RESUME

Si la "prise de conscience” appelle a une meilleure prise en compte de la biodiversité et a une
transformation des pratiques, la question se pose pour tous les acteurs, bien que de manieres tres différentes,
de savoir quelle est cette biodiversité a protéger et comment agir de maniére appropriée. Cette thése examine
les liens entre les transformations des connaissances sur la biodiversité et la valuation de ses propriétés
signifiantes, en s’appuyant sur 1’étude des compensations pour pertes de biodiversité. L'observation des
travaux de I'IPBES lors d'une pléniére en 2018 permet d’abord d'analyser les négociations et les implications
percues des connaissances sur la biodiversité mondiale. Ensuite, les transformations provoquées par les
compensations sont étudiées en se focalisant sur leur émergence au niveau mondial, puis en prenant comme
cas d'étude la mise en ceuvre de ces politiques en Colombie. Dans ce but, un travail de terrain de dix mois a
été réalisé dans le pays en 2018-2019, dont plusieurs mois d'ethnographie au sein de son autorité
environnementale nationale - I'ANLA, en charge de l'autorisation des projets. Au lieu d'analyser si les
compensations peuvent effectivement tenir leurs promesses, qui consistent a compatibiliser conservation et
développement, cette recherche articule sociologie morale et sociologie pragmatique frangaise pour prendre
du recul en s'intéressant & la multiplicité des effets contradictoires que produit le développement de cette
politique, et aux luttes des acteurs pour lui donner du sens et déterminer une maniere cohérente d'orienter leurs
enquétes et leurs actions. Par son caractere multisitué, cette thése montre non seulement les multiples
reconfigurations de la notion de biodiversité et de ses composantes provoquées par les évaluations globales,
les compensations de biodiversité et les évaluations d'impact, mais aussi l'actualisation de [I'éthique
environnementale dans les pratiques a travers les valuations, et leur inséparabilité d'un réseau de valuations
des savoirs, des institutions, des politiques, des procédures et des acteurs. Ce travail contribue également a la
compréhension des échelles et leur élaboration comme lieux de contestation, en montrant leur rdle clé dans
I'évaluation des impacts et plus largement dans la définition et I'articulation des problémes et des solutions
concernant la crise de la biodiversité. Cette thése montre finalement comment, alors que les compensations
sont considérées comme scientifiques ou techniques et fondées sur des conventions stabilisées, les acteurs
remettent constamment en question la place et I'espace que le "politique”, c'est-a-dire la possibilité de dépasser
le langage hégémonique de I'évaluation, peut, devrait ou prend dans les processus dans lesquels faits et

valuations s’entremélent.



RESUMEN

Si bien la "concienciacién™ exige una mayor consideracion de la biodiversidad y una transformacion de
las précticas, todos los actores se preguntan, aunque de forma muy diferente, qué es esa biodiversidad que hay
que proteger y cdmo actuar adecuadamente. Esta tesis examina los vinculos entre las transformaciones del
conocimiento sobre la biodiversidad y la valuacion de sus propiedades significativas, basandose en el estudio
de las compensaciones por pérdida de biodiversidad. La observacién de los trabajos de la IPBES durante una
sesion plenaria en 2018 permite, primeramente, analizar las negociaciones y las implicaciones percibidas del
conocimiento de la biodiversidad mundial. A continuacién, se estudian las transformaciones provocadas por
las compensaciones, centrandose en su surgimiento a nivel mundial y luego tomando como caso de estudio la
implementacion de estas politicas en Colombia. Para este prop6sito, se ha realizado un trabajo de campo de
diez meses en el pais en 2018-2019, incluyendo varios meses de etnografia dentro de su autoridad ambiental
nacional — la ANLA, encargada del licenciamiento de proyectos. En lugar de analizar si las compensaciones
pueden realmente cumplir sus promesas, que consisten en compatibilizar la conservacion y el desarrollo, esta
investigacion articula la sociologia moral con la sociologia pragmatica francesa para dar un paso atrds
observando la multiplicidad de efectos contradictorios que produce el desarrollo de esta politica, y las luchas
de los actores para darle sentido y determinar una forma coherente de orientar sus indagaciones y acciones. A
través de su cardcter multisituado, esta investigacion evidencia no solo las multiples reconfiguraciones de la
nocion de biodiversidad y sus componentes provocadas por las evaluaciones globales, las compensaciones y
las evaluaciones de impacto, sino también la actualizacion de la ética ambiental en las practicas a través de las
valuaciones, y su inseparabilidad de un entramado de valuaciones de saberes, instituciones, politicas,
procedimientos y actores. Este trabajo también contribuye a la comprensién de las escalas y su elaboracion
como lugares de impugnacién, mostrando su papel clave en las valuaciones de impactos y, en mayor medida,
en la definicién y articulacion de los problemas y las soluciones con respecto a la crisis de la biodiversidad.
Por ultimo, esta tesis demuestra cdmo, mientras las compensaciones se consideran cientificas o técnicas y se
basan en convenciones estabilizadas, los actores cuestionan constantemente el lugar y el espacio que lo
"politica”, es decir la posibilidad de superar el lenguaje hegemdnico de la evaluacion, puede, debe o toma en
los procesos en los que se tejen hechos y valuaciones.



RIASSUNTO

Se la "consapevolezza" richiede una migliore considerazione della biodiversita e una trasformazione delle
pratiche, si pone per tutti gli attori, anche se in modi molto diversi, la questione di sapere quale biodiversita
proteggere e come agire in modo appropriato. Questa tesi esamina i legami tra le trasformazioni nella
conoscenza della biodiversita e la valutazione delle sue proprieta significative, basandosi sullo studio della
compensazione delle perdite di biodiversita. Osservando il lavoro dell'lPBES durante una sessione plenaria
nel 2018, analizziamo prima i negoziati e le implicazioni percepite della conoscenza della biodiversita globale.
Poi, le trasformazioni causate dalle compensazioni sono studiate concentrandosi sul loro emergere a livello
globale, prendendo poi come caso di studio I'attuazione di queste politiche in Colombia. A tal fine, dieci mesi
di lavoro sul campo sono stati condotti nel paese nel 2018-2019, compresi diversi mesi di etnografia all'interno
della sua autorita ambientale nazionale — ANLA, incaricata di autorizzare i progetti. Invece di analizzare se
le compensazioni possono effettivamente mantenere la loro promessa di rendere compatibili conservazione e
sviluppo, questa ricerca articola la sociologia morale francese e la sociologia pragmatica per fare un passo
indietro e guardare alla molteplicita di effetti contraddittori che lo sviluppo di questa politica produce, e alle
lotte degli attori per darle un senso e determinare un modo coerente di orientare le loro indagini e azioni.
Attraverso il suo carattere multisituato, questa tesi mostra non solo le riconfigurazioni multiple della nozione
di biodiversita e delle sue componenti causate da valutazioni globali, compensazioni di biodiversita e
valutazioni di impatto, ma anche l'attualizzazione dell'etica ambientale nelle pratiche attraverso le valutazioni,
e la loro inseparabilita da una rete di valutazioni di conoscenze, istituzioni, politiche, procedure e attori. Questo
lavoro contribuisce anche alla comprensione delle scale e della loro elaborazione come luoghi di contestazione,
mostrando il loro ruolo chiave nella valutazione dell'impatto e piu in generale nella definizione e articolazione
dei problemi e delle soluzioni riguardanti la crisi della biodiversita. Questa tesi mostra infine come, mentre le
compensazioni sono considerate scientifiche o tecniche e basate su convenzioni stabilizzate, gli attori si
interrogano costantemente sul posto e lo spazio che il "politico”, cioé la possibilita di andare oltre il linguaggio
egemonico della valutazione, pud, deve o prende nei processi in cui si intrecciano fatti e valutazioni.



ON THE EXACTITUDE OF THIS RESEARCH

The description of my island has cost me six months of constant composition, and each day it has grown more
misty. I have consulted public libraries, and I have exhausted private collections. I have authorities for every
circumstance, and every creature; my geography is most chorographically correct, my botany most generically
minute, my mineralogy indisputable, my geology undisputed; not less profound, and not less accurate, are my
zoology, my ornithology, and my icthyology. Yet, with all my longitudes, and latitudes; all my shrubs, and trees,
and flowers, and forests; all my precious stones, and all my primitive formations; all my beasts, and all my birds,
and all my fishes; my Indian Isle is about as intelligible as a man who has accepted office without his party.

The Voyage of Captain Popanilla, Benjamin Disraeli, 1828.

Already having myself from the beginning a very well-packed set of research questions that fell on me
while riding my bicycle, and which lead me to discover the true answers | was looking for, this thesis has been
written exactly has it was planned to be and following the order that was its destiny. My reflection does not
own anything to the investigative process, which merely allowed me to fill in the blanks left for evidences
proving my timeless accurate hypothesis.

Determined to find the elements that would fit as perfectly as possible my confirmation bias, I’ve never
renounced in eliminating incongruous bad data and stayed focus toward the one and only possibility:
confirming what | already knew, which was not that difficult in the end since the actors, unlike me, are usually
wrong. Sadly, I’ve indeed been able to observe how most of them were kept subjugated by their credulous
ideologies.

I’ve myself avoided at all cost any type of reflexivity or political considerations which would have
threatened the purity of my objective work, and the insights taken from the people I met just confirmed what
had been already well known, but unfortunately never been written before. | can therefore be proud of my
participation to the progress of science, which universality and eternality allow researchers to get closer to
scaleless omniscience.

I can only regret that most public affairs are not handled as it should in a more professional manner by
experts who at least know what they’re talking about and could help illuminate the people with their holy
knowledge. This would avoid shameful debates orchestrated by advocates of the plurality of the points of view
and relativists of all sorts. As scientists we know all too well that the reality is a scientific construction, which
is why common people cannot have any access to it through their experience.

Let this work dissipate any misunderstanding and uncertainty, and allow the truth to shine from above.
Or not.
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Introduction

Introduction

Biodiversity is in danger and it has now become urgent to act. The humanity cannot keep ignoring the
reality and has to finally take its responsibility toward the other beings. We, humans, have to become conscious
again of who we really are and will reconnect with nature. We are now at a crossroads that will determine the
life of future generations.

This is how | could have started my thesis but, despite all the scenarios of degradation, extinction or
collapse, the actors on the ground are well aware of the diversity of situations that these words seem to cover
uniformly, and are constantly confronting fatality by reopening possible futures, experimenting and recreating
certain hopes, envisioning certain directions and paths that could lead in other directions.

"It will soon be too late"” is a phrase that was considered during the seminars of my laboratory in Paris as
a paradigmatic example of an intertwinement of temporalities and of its implications for the present. This
expression contains three interrelated elements: a definition of a present state, and a projected future yet to
become, if the course of things stays in the current evaluated trajectory, and a moral judgement of the
undesirability of the future for the person or the group of people for whom it will be too late, but not yet, and
therefore the still open future over which they still can have a grasp. It portrays a future which can still become
either a certainty or only a counterfactual scenario (that is a future “if we hadn’t done what had to be done”).
The idea was to exemplify the argumentative articulation of the expression of possible future events with its
wished performative impacts in the present. It is about portraying an undesirable future with a level an
inevitability high enough to generate strong will for actions, but not too high to become paralysing and self-
fulfilling®. Helping to adjust the forecasting depending on the actions taken and the known and unknown
uncertainties is what the models and scenarios are made for. But what they don't always see is the varieties of
paths that can emerge as well as what can happen in the life at the margins (both the emergence of utopian
transformations and the too common forms of capitalist ‘expulsions’).

The introductory paragraph, although seemingly mocking common phrases used to provoke change,
should not be interpreted as cynical. The issues of biodiversity loss and climate change are incredibly serious,
and their crucial aspect relies on the ways in which they relate to an infinity of other dangers, risks and social
issues. The alerts keep multiplying to unprecedented numbers, revealing not only isolated issues but also new
links and interactions between previously unrelated ones. Nonetheless, when trying to study objects that are

! This phrase is also typical of the recent transformation of the ecological rhetoric. See for a discussion see the article
Bientot il sera trop tard by Flipo (2018).
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impregnating so much our times, both socially, politically and personally, trying to put at least momentarily
some distance between the researcher and all the actors working or doing activism on those issues with their
respective prioritization, could help, not to gain 'the' objectivity, but maybe to widen the picture, being more
open to a variety of interpretations and arguments, as well as gaining an ounce of reflexivity regarding our
own emotional engagements and desires for change. These questions relate to the sometimes ambiguous
positions of researchers working on issues on which they are not neutral and that often disturb the supposedly
well-oiled machinery regulating the relations between the distinct fields of science and politics. The relative
distance that | intend to put is not an illusory detachment from my own affects and interpretations, but a desire
to take into account how they are shaped by the most common discourses around the issue of biodiversity.

A new Flood seems to be around the corner, with all its mythological weight and spiritual disturbance,
but this time it is documented with mountains of data, rivers of numbers and oceans of reports, which amount
do not seem to get the oracles to agree. From the prophets of doom to the still singing cicada, the nature of the
moving sliders that may express our crossing of modern Rubicons, or where we may rub ourselves against
turning points of unforeseen consequences, and play with processes at the edges of numerous known, know-
unknown or yet to be discovered or acknowledged (unknown-unknowns) possibilities of irreversibilisation.
But both the links that are created and the irreversible aspects are not unified and homogenous, they depend
of course on the scales which they are taken into account, but they also often hide highly disparate and
heterogenous consequences on and responsibilities of the milieux of social groups and their more-than-human
collectives, disparities that are sometimes rendered visible by knitting back together the social and
environmental issues through the question of justice.

i) From personal interrogations to theoretical encounters

As the issue of climate change was already strong for a few decades, it seemed that the one of biodiversity
was gaining traction and visibility. What did it mean to talk about sustainability when considering our impacts
on biodiversity? It had been absolutely fascinating to see the emergence and diffusion of the concept of carbon
compensation, which would link an amount of this specific greenhouse gas, that ‘I’ would emit through my
activities, with actions of capturing it or reducing the emissions of ‘others’ (not me!) in another part of the
world, and its positioning as a cornerstone of climate sustainability. The invention of carbon credits along with
their dedicated market was taking the concept to new heights previously unimaginable. But another instrument,
which is becoming well known even to the non-specialists and already widely critiqued, literally blew my
mind when | found out about it: the biodiversity offsets. It seemed at first so grotesque that I couldn’t believe
that it was seriously considered to become a ‘normal’ operation to be implemented in national policies. It
almost seemed that anti-ecologist groups were applying the old saying of ‘the bigger the lie, the more people
will believe it’.

But, of course, it’s not about ‘lying’ and, now looking back, what left me incredulous was the
transformations and reconfigurations it was seemingly revealing, relying on and implying with regard to what
sustainability and biodiversity were about, and ‘our’ relation with the natural world. Becoming more chimeric
than ever, Nature definitely wasn’t anymore what it used to be. As I started to wonder “who are we to do

that?”, soon evolving in “who do we think we are to think it is correct to do that?”, I quickly oriented me
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toward thinking that, in this question, the properties of the “what was done” were as important as those of the
“who” was doing it. But the two had to be deeply connected, and that this connection had to be underpinned
by ethical stances.

Therefore, when | started to think about going back to the university to do a PhD, and read some literature
to write a proposal, one of my interrogations was the striking difference between the discourses on the
environment and its preservation, at all levels, and the actions, considered to be far from allowing reaching (or
even going toward) the assigned goals of sustainability. The assigned origins of this failure seemed to shift
between a collective one, that is of politicians unsuccessful at resisting the economic vested interests as much
as a failure of democracy and social mobilizations, and the sum of our egocentric individualities, irresponsibles
despite a growing guilt-making individual responsibilization, not adopting the ‘right gestures’ and refusing to
‘sacrifice our way of life’ while actively keeping our heads in the sand.

From this starting point, the issue appeared to be one of individual and social cognitive dissonance,
psychological bias or denial. The problem with those approaches, | later found out, is the emphasis put on an
overarching positivist view of an objective science that could decide where and when occur the dissonances
and biases of the credulous actors, inasmuch that it folds everything back on an analytical grid that would
allow the researchers to qualify whenever actors righteously acted and when they correctly reasoned. Doing
so, it also doesn’t acknowledge the multiple points of view emerging in the milieux and the work of actors to
make themselves an opinion, make issues emerge and their strategies for provoking transformations.

Following my quest for answers, it emerged that a crucial concept could be what sociologists have called
for a few decades the “social production of reality” and the historical relation of this production to reflexivity,
that is the accountability of actions in context. Symmetrically, it has been described the continuous work that
is required for the “social production of ignorance”. This type of framework, considering the reflexivity as a
lever, has been used to qualify the transformation of the reflexivity to allow previously unacceptable changes
in terms of “modern disinhibition” as well as to observe the occurrence of “schisms with the reality”. For
Stefan Aykut and Amy Dahan, the schisms they describe with regard to climate action reveal a discrepancy
between the ways of representing, reflexively and politically, individually and collectively, the actions
undertook as being environmentally responsible versus the actions in themselves. While the notion of
‘schisms’ might help to perceive and name the analytical and discursive gaps between the different spheres
(scientific, political, economic, ...), it may be more interesting to describe the distance between the various
accounts of “what’s going on” and “what are we doing about it”, depending on the actors and their perspectives,
than between those accounts and the ‘reality?’.

At this time, encountering works in environmental political theory helped me to put in perspective the
notion of sustainability. Quite simply, it should be broken down by not focusing on ‘the’ sustainability, and
whether political decisions were going to lead us toward sustainability, but on the analytical questions of ‘what
is it to be sustained’ and ‘for whom it is to be sustained’ when the notion of sustainability is put forward with
technical and scientific angle described as the post-politics of sustained unsustainability (that later resonated
with an artistic installation of a neon sign that read “sustainable self-destruction”). On the contrary, seen as a
political concept, it is possible to see the idea of sustainability not as intangible or objective, but as a socio-
historical construction, which allows it to evolve alongside the political values and goals of the entities putting

2 The approach is in particular less conceptually flawed, as analysed by Jean Foyer (2016) in his discussion of the book
Gouverner le climat ? by Stefan Aykut and Amy Dahan.
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it forward. But while the approach favoured by some Marxist geographers and political scientists focusing on
post-politics, post-ecology or post-sustainability, and that aim at the disclosure of simulacra and invisible
superstructures, are appealing and do provide useful, meaningful and intellectually stimulating descriptions of
trends that are difficult to grasp otherwise, they also tend to have an either conspiracist or ‘matrix’ systemic
flattening components that do not help much when trying to understand the action of local actors, the trajectory
of specific issues and alerts and the reconfigurations emerging from the frictions of heterogenous “milieux in
interaction”. “Post-" theories seem to often let think that reflexivity, individual and collective, is mainly used
to reassure us by telling ourselves much nicer stories that we probably should. But stories, as social accounts,
are never left undebated and unchallenged, at least in milieux not entirely under the control of an entity and
where freedom of speech is a somewhat tangible reality. When looking at controversies, the actors forge
themselves the arguments criticizing positions, dispositifs or systems, to a certain extent that could be
understood in terms of gradient, thus supporting alternative interpretations and effectively leading to
reconfigurations of problems and solutions.

ii) The unstable edges of the political

A transversal preoccupation in the descriptions and analysis presented in this thesis is to see the points
that are at the frontier of what is accepted to be political and what should just be technical, so to ease the
discussions. It would be wrong to simply denounce the post-political attitudes of some actors as being the
dispossession of others from their rights or possibility to have a say, to debate, since in many cases situations
are framed in such a way that most of the actors can and do agree on "what is", or "what is going on", and that
in many cases these basic agreements are necessary for "normal" social relations (whether with institutions,
fellow humans or more-than-humans). To think that these agreements exist are in many cases legitimate, and
they are not an attempt to expressively or consciously or positively or actively or explicitly impose a social
order on others (but it can also be). On the other hand, despite the sometimes acceptable presumption of "good
intentions” (or the absence of "bad intentions"), some actors might suffer from it, perceive it as a form of
violence, or simply contest its apparent consensual presentation. This is usually when the question of
repoliticization enters the discussions. While it is certainly not to the sociologist to define the borders of
‘politics’, it can certainly be observed that transformations of the definition of the extension of the political
(and the most famous example is the feminist call to consider the home as a non-strictly private place, with all
its implications) not only do happen and are used strategically by the actors, but that maintaining them at a
given place is a constant and somewhat always partially failing work.

For Pellizzoni (2011), first, “the politics of facts intermingles in subtle ways with the politics of interests
and values. Second, there is no linear sequence between politicization and depoliticization”. He also noted the
effects that can have different discursive strategies relative to techniques and politics depending on their
approach of expertise and political negotiability over the increase or decrease of depoliticization. Based on
these circulations, the idea of this dissertation is therefore to consider and study the moving ‘edges of the
political’, in a way that relates to the growing discussions and literature on the strategic depoliticization of a
number of debates, the usually associated claims of need of their repoliticization, but also to the

‘boundarization’ of an ever-growing quantity of objects (i.e. the ‘critical unveiling’ of their status of boundary
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objects). No more need of interfaces, everything is both, or in the middle, or in transaction, or at the border.
The idea of edges, and of their displacements, seem to allow considering those descriptions not as erroneous,
but as contextually situated, meaning that actors actively and continuously work toward the displacement of
objects, in the situation that concerns them, toward more or less politicization and debatability, or toward a
foreclosure through authoritative expertise and objectivity claims. These displacements often imply a
recontextualisation and redefinition of the ‘objet-term’ and scientists are often playing their gatekeeper role.

In an article on the concept of resilience, to take only one arbitrary illustrative example for now (and |
could have equally chosen an article on the concept of biodiversity itself or basically any of its related
concepts), Brand and Jax (2007) complain about the tension between the original descriptive concept in
ecological science and “a more recent, vague, and malleable notion of resilience used as an approach or
boundary object by different scientific disciplines” (they don’t seem to acknowledge that it was actually taken
from other disciplines). On this basis, they worryingly express that “even though increased conceptual
vagueness can be valuable to foster communication across disciplines and between science and practice, both
conceptual clarity and practical relevance of the concept of resilience are critically in danger”. And since it is,
according to them, a concept so fundamental to achieve sustainability, they propose to reformulate it so to be
again a “clear descriptive concept”. I’ve therefore intended all along my research to stay aware to these types
of actions aiming at moving the blurry edges of the political, which are themselves critical processes from the
point of view of the actors.

The separation with the political is also visible within the social sciences, in particular through the various
types of deterministic approaches found in psychological and cognitive studies, but as well in the field of
sociology, within which many works toward revealing the superstructures that imprison us. On the contrary,
the perspectives developed in the literature encompassing the diverse pragmatic sociologies put forward a
distinct sociology of the actor that, by giving back agency and creativity to individuals and groups, allow to
perceive the variety of paths that controversies, as well as the dialectic problematization and resolution of
political issues, may take due to their unpredictable and surprising moves while working toward maintaining,
reproducing or transforming the social order. Restating their agency is not to say that they are freed from
existing structures, tendencies, values and power dynamics, but that it is often observed that they are never
sufficient to explain the particular and localized unfolding of an issue.

From this perspective, it is possible to take into account the multiplicity of their points of view and of
the strategies that are unfolded to resist domination or to have a social impact. The production of discourses is
therefore a specific type of political action on the part of the actors, aiming at a redefinition of particular aspects
of the social reality that can only be understood in relation to their context, and should be considered in its
performative and normative dimensions.

This theoretical framework also helps to understand the dynamics between the different levels and
overcome the opposition between micro and macro by considering that the macro-level can only be
accomplished at the micro-level through specific practices and institutions. But, more importantly, it is about
trying to understand how the experiences of actors help them to redefine an issue, gaining grip on a problem
so as not to allow its definition to be confiscated, and generate new ways out.
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In this sense, another possibility is to consider the question through the concept of framing, and the social
definitions of frames and their relation to interpretations, understandings and problem resolutions. Human
beings, not being able to grasp at any moment all the complexity of the world, have to use cognitive artefacts
that often lead to rely on preexisting and shared interpretative schemes, frames and classifications, as well as
operating a logical bricolage in the attribution of meanings and causalities. This also leads actors to prioritize
issues and to assume by convenience common understanding over certain facts, but this assumption may also
become an attempt of an imposition on others when they do not wish the diversity of views to enter the arena
and disrupt their framing of an issue.

On the other hand, observing the framing processes within processes in transformation allow to go beyond
a static vision of the issue and study the circulation of knowledge as well as its reconfigurations. As knowledge
moves and is made to move, the processes of translation and the dynamics of reframing of an issue inform “the
collaborations through which knowledge is made and maintained” (Tsing 2005), but also controlled,
transformed and legitimized. The idea is therefore not to do the sociology of the human-nature interaction but
the sociology of how the concepts, ethics and knowledges are travelling and used to regulate the collectives of
which humans belong in the variety of milieux they inhabit or that concern them at the different scales.

From a sociological point of view, constructivist theories also helped to understand the social life of
scientific concepts, and can still be productive as long as it remains clear that materiality does impose a
tangibility that is non-negotiable, even if its exact nature may remain inaccessible. Considering the issue of
biodiversity as a form of travelling knowledge makes possible to view it as a quasi-object, composed as a
hybrid of a material reality of which specific parameters are selected and studied by the natural sciences, and
the sense that the society, and specific actors inside it, give to it. According to this perspective, material facts
exist for humans through the meanings that are socially given to them, through their embedment in perceptual
frames. The question therefore becomes to understand how biodiversity is made a matter of concern, that is to
seek the arguments that are made to promote it, and how they frame biodiversity in relation to why we should
care about it. But while knowledge moves, it is not neutral: in the process of its construction, evolution and
use, the actors are also, intentionally or not, redefining aspects of the reality, transforming the frames of
interpretation previously institutionalized in the society, forging new ethics and legitimizing new norms.
Biodiversity may also be seen as the object of a continuous work of ‘deboundarisation’, that is the object of a
never-ending attempt of purification from the experts who want to keep the hand on their work by separating
it from political debate.

Another way to look at the issue of politicization versus depoliticization and the displacements of the
edges of the political is to understand the processes of translation of public issues as a circulation between two
forms of politics in tension, which are inter-politics and intra-politics. Those terms, introduced by Larry
Lohmann during a conference®, embed distinct regimes of translation. The first one can relate to discussions
regarding a predefined problem, with the assumption that things and meanings preexist it (like the fact that

when talking about a ‘forest’ it is assumed that there is an objective and universal thing called ‘forest’), and

3 Larry Lohmann, 22/09/2020, Ecological Struggles on “Middle Grounds” as Struggles against Authoritarian Co-
Figuration: Translation and History, Pollen 20 Conference. I haven’t been able to find any paper presenting this work yet.
https://event.pollen2020.exordo.com/presentation/261/p019-al-ecological-struggles-on-middle-grounds-as-struggles-
against-authoritarian-co-figuration-translation-and-history
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that translation between languages is just about looking for equivalents, the communication being successful
when the correct equivalent is found and transmitted once and for all. Intra-politics, on the other hand,
expresses situations in which the maintenance of incompleteness of the translation process is considered a
successful communication, leaving open further reconfigurations, and in which the definitions of the nature of
the things debated, of their meaning and of the problems to be resolved are intrinsic issues of the debate.

While it could be appealing to consider that inter- and intra-politics correspond to distinct milieux,
institutions or cultures, it would lead to their sterile essentialization. In fact, it would be more accurate to see
them not only as different moments in the development of a controversy or of a dispositif, for example, but
also as possibly superposable at a given time, since a discussion may focus, simultaneously or successively,
on different scales, frames and objects which are not all equally stabilized. In this sense, they are also the
temporary results of processes, and can be reversed when new information or actants are taken into account,
or that agreements are found. Nonetheless, as expressed earlier, the depoliticization (inter-politicization) by
stabilization and foreclosure is the goal of all processes, and some actors would actually prefer and work for
the ongoing non-stabilization, even if that doesn’t impede moments of opening and of foreclosure, moments
of agreements and of disagreements.

The advantage of this perspective is not to consider ‘depoliticized’ issues as leaning toward a non-political
status, but to both consider that it is still political, in a restrictive but widespread form called inter-politics, and
that the tension and circulation between politicization and depoliticization is itself political, being therefore
also a potential, and sometimes central, subject of deliberation and controversy, as well as the product of power
relations but also of the degree and type of political homogeneity assumed by the actors. This is then linked to
the continuous formation and transformation of milieux, which may be relatively and particularly (scale and
situation-wise) homogenous themselves but heterogenous between them and interacting with more or less
friction.

iii) Living in this world as moral beings (and sociologists)

The framework of my research can be connected with the one of a moral sociology*, as defined by
Frédéric Vandenberghe in La sociologie comme philosophie pratique et morale (et vice-versa) (in Caillé and
Vandenberghe 2016). Contrarily to a sociology of morality, which considers that morality must be explained
by social facts, and usually only seek to explain the visible and explicit morality, as it appears here or there, a
sort of epiphenomenon as some sociologists consider it, moral sociology starts from the principle that it is

41 refer here to the moral sociology put forward by Frédéric Vandenberghe, and use mostly in my analysis the word ethics
because it avoids an excessive orientation toward the concept of value (which consideration and integration in the analysis
is nonetheless inevitable and indispensable). The word 'moral’ historically referred to a number of institutionalised
precepts, in particular in the form of religions, often strictly and violently applying to individuals and groups regardless
of their adhesion, the word ethics does not seem to bear this heavy connotation, being more a process of collective
deliberation (this could nonetheless be easily contested when considering its use regarding the protestant ethics, for
example, although it might be precisely because of the difference that protestants wanted to draw with catholicism). While
ethics are closer to a processual practical philosophy, on the other hand it seems that values are mostly composed of sets
of single words (or numbers), which are organized into a hierarchy but are mostly (more or less defined) ideals which
have to constantly be reorganised and interpreted to have any implications on the course of practical thinking and actions.
But the three terms overlap in many cases, and their axiological basis might actually be the best way to qualify their
ensemble.
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constitutive of the whole of social life. So, for Vandenberghe, a moral sociology is not a specialized sociology
but a general sociology, that is to say that it does not describe a subset of social life (the one in which actors
express that they take moral positions) but is a perspective on the whole of social life and focuses on its moral
dimension, by posing that “the principles, the norms and the values are not only regulators, but constitutive,
and that they are not only constitutive of certain fields of action, but of social life as such”. It is therefore a
question of perceiving, locating and analysing the ways in which morality infiltrates and is expressed in all
parts of human life. But his idea is also to link philosophy and sociology through the attention to the actors.

This seemed particularly pertinent for me since it made echo both to a difficulty that I encountered during
my research and an intuition that I had to overcome it. It happened to me on a few occasions when | presented
my thesis project that my research questions, related to environmental ethics, were considered mostly
philosophical ones. Nonetheless my objective was not to think about them in an abstract and ideal way, but to
see concretely how actors, in specific examples, got by in their practices with these questions. Citing Gramsci,
for whom every man is a philosopher, and Boltanski, for whom the actors, endowed with a critical sense,
produce spontaneous philosophies and use a moral language when they denounce injustices, Vandenberghe
affirms that it is possible to make an unmistakeably philosophical question more sociological by opening it up
to the actors themselves. The coincidence between philosophy and sociology therefore happen on the ground.

There is a diversity of morals that are linked to an infinity of controversies, since even when there may
be an agreement on the main principles, the practical ‘applications’, or better said the practices and experiences
in which they become intertwined, are always conflictual, imperfect and contradictory due to the fact that any
guestion, orientation or action contains a dilemma to be resolved. The question of morality of actions also
relates to the inherent irreversibility of being, and of what has been done, and therefore a sort of metaphysical
ethic. Then, one of the highest stake among actors, and which is the theme of the book of Chateauraynaud and
Debaz, Aux bords de [’irréversible (2017), is to determine, facilitate or prevent the reversibility or
irreversibility of the course of actions.

Finally, since moral sociology examines how morality produces, constitutes and regulates both actions,
institutions and social structures, then it also includes in its scope how morality produces, constitutes and
regulates sociological research. The present research could therefore also be understood through this lens, in
particular since the desire to realize it emerged from an intimate questioning over the morality of practices. As
such I rejoin the position of Luigi Pellizzoni who, inspired by the public sociology of Michael Burawoy (2005),
considered in one of his books that the theoretical or academic issues that he was addressing were so “in close
connection with their implications for political or public ones — how the accounts of materiality and knowledge
impinge on social groups, populations, ecosystems, or the planet as a whole; and how a critical engagement
with such accounts may strengthen our capacity to understand and face the challenges ahead” (Pellizzoni
2016). By bridging my preoccupations with the ones of the actors described in this research, not through
alignment but by considering them as a non-independent, the idea is therefore to allow not only to better
understand the challenges ahead, but also how they are made to relate with moral considerations.
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iv) Premises for the study of the relation between
biodiversity and ethics

In order to address the questions of this dissertation, I’ve started my research on the basis of a couple of
hypotheses, which are actually closer to premises, since my intention was not so much to demonstrate them,
as they may already be theoretically proven, but to show how they distinctively play out in different contexts,
and in particular in the implementation of biodiversity offsets policies in Colombia, reason why | put forward
the idea of exploration in the title of the dissertation.

Firstly, there is an intra-action between knowledge transformations and ethical preoccupations.

The effects of ‘new’ knowledge, and its links to the way of understanding an issue, can, it seems, be
understood in two ways. It can simply add new elements that will be evaluated by actors within their
ontological and axiological standpoints a well as in relation with the ethical meta values they hold (for example
the discovery of a well-known protected species in a place that would be impacted, or the obtention of a routine
measurement out the regular range). But it could also be considered knowledges that may redefine, displace
or transform ontological, axiological and ethical perspectives, usually together since they are interdependent.
For example, it could come from the hypermodern consideration that the ‘natural’ doesn’t exist anymore,
everything is human made or impacted and therefore humans’ wish is the only basis for judging whether some
areas should be preserved or can be transformed; or from considering that biodiversity actually means that
I’'m/we’re connected to the whole biosphere through the web of life; or from the design of a set of new
measurements for the qualification of the health of an ecosystem. This type of interpretation is for example
visible in the description of the progressive separation of nature and culture through the extension of what has
been referred to as either the “modernity” (Latour 1991) or the “naturalist” ontology (Descola 2005).

In the case of the development of alerts, to take another example, Chateauraynaud and Torny (1999)
described in their sociology of the alert and the risk that actors had to develop a vigilance based on an openness
to new arising elements so to classify them through the making of previously unexisting links and causalities,
and put them in perspective through their replacement in a series of precedents that will help inform the
emerging properties of events in development. But it can be considered that this vigilance and the way new
elements become integrated are not of the same type in the case of predictable and predicted risk with relatively
well-known consequences than in the case of an unknown risk which can only be approached using reasonings
relying on post-normal science and which may provoke unforeseen reconfigurations of the milieux. More
simply put, the vigilance toward new elements depends, or in many cases is considered to have to be adequately
related to, on the ways the risks are perceived and in particular their potential material consequences and ethical
questions that they pose.

Finally, the answer to these ethical questions arise through processes of valuation linking facts and values.
Nonetheless, the meta-values, that evolve slowly and inform the theoretical positions that should be taken in
front of specific problems (for example the defence of vegetarianism because of egalitarian values or the
protection of all species because of the intrinsic value of life —even if the translation of the application of those
values to an individual versus a species is far from being trivial), enters in friction with the localized and
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contingent process of valuation of actors, that may be informed by those meta-values but which confronts them
with an understanding of the situations both much a more detailed, subtle as well as incomplete. The
meaningful articulation of the meta-values and the situations thus happens in the form of a trajection® linking
the experience of the actors and their milieu.

Secondly, the transformation of the knowledges regarding the relationships between humans and
non-humans relates to human ethics toward biodiversity.

Following the evolution of the ways biodiversity and its associated threats have been successively
presented might allow to understand the evolution of the descriptions that are made of the relations between
biodiversity and human activities. The variety of redefinitions of what biodiversity is are reflected on the
modes of valuation and the general ethical stances about what should be worried about, what should be done
about it and how.

| therefore intend to study the relation between the reconfigurations of the knowledge about biodiversity
and of the definitions of its sustainable preservation with the ways this knowledge is mobilized and redefined
by a variety of actors in their practice. This implies to consider biodiversity, and specifically biodiversity
offsets, in the modern historical process in which humans tried to find concepts to help them select and describe
the meaningful properties of their environment, to characterize the ways those properties relate to human life,
and what humans should therefore do to preserve the cosmological order that allow life to continue.
Considering a contingent set of those situated processes as specific types of ontologies, Philippe Descola
(2005) proposed that those properties were emerging from the basic inferences that humans make about the
kinds of beings populating the world and how they are linked together. Those ontologies may then play a
crucial role in the formation of ethics toward other beings and the environment.

While ethics are involved in all aspects of the relations between humans and the environment, it seems
that they are particularly rendered explicit when defining the type of impacts that stay within acceptable limits.
In modern societies, those calculations usually involve a kind of cost-benefit analysis, weighting what are
considered negative impacts at the social, environmental or ecological level against their positive counterparts,
revealing more deeply the values and ethics that are involved and performatively reinforced in this process.
The emergence of biodiversity offsetting policies is a great opportunity to understand how those calculations
are made and how is defined an equilibrium.

5 The term trajection was crafted by the geographer Augustin Berque in 1986 (Bergue 1986) to overcome the dualism
between the subject and the object, between the subjectivity and the objectivity with regard to the perception of nature,
which reality isn’t subjective or objective but emerges from a trajection, that is the ongoing dialogic relation, between
those two poles.
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v) Structure of the dissertation

BIODIVERSITY

With regards to the question of the relationships between knowledge and ethics, the issue of biodiversity
has a privileged position. Being conceived from its inception as a hybrid of science and normative precepts
(something less true for the question of “climate” in itself, but definitely for the expression “climate change”,
for example), debates and controversies rapidly emerged around its status and the legitimacy of given scientific
disciplines and social groups for the definition of its practical and more metaphysical meanings, which are
going to be the focus of the First Chapter.

From a sociological point of view, the variability of the meaning of concepts — dependent on multiple
factors and subject to permanent negotiation — allows observing how different actors use them according to
the settings in which they insert their actions and discourses. Thus, it can allow the study of the ways the actors
represent to themselves, interpret and understand different social, temporal and spatial contexts — both
determining and redefined permanently, sources of meaning and identity to be nourished in return. In this
sense, the emptiness of the signifiers is in reality filed by the actors with their own understandings of them.
Thanks to the numerous cultural backgrounds and contexts in which it is used, there are numerous definitions
of what the term biodiversity actually encompasses, and many ways to understand them.

The emergence of biodiversity as a global issue is established by the incorporation of the related alerts
and expertises in international institutions which define structuring descriptive and analytical frames that are
then translated at the other levels. While the unilateralism of this transmission is tried to be counterbalanced
by the incorporation of “local knowledge” in the global assessments, the very nature of knowledge on
biodiversity and of the relation between its components, and in particular the various locally developed
ontologies, makes this unifying intention contradictory. One purpose of my research will therefore be to
describe the interplay between the three main types of discourses on biodiversity emerging from the formation
of scientific facts, through instruments, models and the production of data, from the institutions, as devices of
evaluation and management, and from the variety of activists, or more generally people emitting concerns
related to biodiversity. The intention will be to see how each of the arguments struggles for internal coherency
as well as adaptation with regard to the others, in the form of alignment or oppositions.

ETHICS AND BIODIVERSITY

Following the development of strategies of adaptation to climate change and the integration of
environmental management into this paradigm, including challenges related to biodiversity, the second part of
the first chapter will describe the ways this evolution impacts the understandings of the relation between
biodiversity and the possibility of sustaining human life. The purpose is to understand the relations between
the biodiversities that are described and that should be preserved, their properties put forward, why it is said it
should be preserved, for whom, and how. And, since there is a relation between the definition of a situation
and moral judgement, it will also be to understand how the emergence of those different descriptions are
understood by different actors to relate to the ethics toward biodiversity, and how the emergence of the concept
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of biodiversity transformed what was previously referred to as environmental ethics. While the notion of value
is often used to try to qualify the different ways to give importance to the biodiversity, | will argue that the
concept of valuation is much more appropriate to describe the situated processes during which some specific
elements of the biodiversity are assigned a temporary value.

More generally, the idea is to draw some of the modes of circulation between the perceptual and
preceptual performative and tangible effects of the transformations of the theories and descriptions relative to
the nature of nature. To grasp the transformation of these relations, this chapter will then put them into
perspective by exploring some of the ways transformations of knowledge may impact ethics, focusing in
particular on transformations on the epistemological plan, on the ontological plan, through the change of
framings and through the production, transformation or invisibilization of data. Finally, | will take general
examples of mechanisms linking ethical transformations to new knowledges, first focusing on the concept of
Anthropocene, then on the maintenance of their coherency and on their transformation through conflicts, and
finishing by two specific examples relative to the science of ecology and to conservation efforts.

NATURE AND ETHICS OF A SCIENCE-POLICY INTERFACE: THE CASE OF THE
IPBES

The second chapter will focus on the interplay of ethics, scientific knowledge and politics at the level of
the Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services — IPBES. The understanding of the
human-nature relationships is framed differently by different actors at different levels when they consider
specific biodiversity-related issues. Therefore, in this dissertation, it was necessary to start by focusing on the
way biodiversity is both conceptualized and transformed when studied at the ‘global level” within an institution
which is itself representative of the global environmental diplomacy. Indeed, taking into account different
levels and institutions not only allows a comparison of the different biodiversity framings but also permits to
follow the trajectory of a concept as it is reconfigured or even reclaimed by the various actors and how these
interactions impact the ethics of the politics of biodiversity.

Based on the observation in 2019 of the final intergovernmental debates for the validation of the Global
Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystems during a Plenary of the IPBES, this chapter describe the
type of the “science-policy interface” that the IPBES claim to be. It then focuses on the institutional process
that leads to the production of the peculiar object that is a summary for policy-makers written to summarize
the work of dozens of scientists and finalized by States’ representative discussing it word by word. Some of
the discussions are described in detail, so to be able to analyse the different types of arguments that are made
for requesting changes of the text as well as the circulation between political and scientific positions. Finally,
the rest of the chapter focuses on the tensions that surrounds the interface, regarding its political and scientific
status but also the intended, desired or claimed consequences of the knowledge produced and diffused.

INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT OF BIODIVERSITY OFFSETS

Biodiversity offsets emerged in the 1970s in the US and then started to rapidly expand from the beginning
of the 21st century. They have been described as a way to compensate the destruction caused by a development
framed as inevitable, therefore reducing the negative impacts that projects like mining, hydroelectric dams or
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transport infrastructures have on the environment as well as on biodiversity. The general idea is that what is
impacted can be evaluated, qualified, quantified, and that compensatory measures, such as preservation,
restoration, recreation, can be defined to fit the impact according to a number of considerations and modes of
calculations. By the necessary explicitation of a large number of parameters relevant for those who are
theorizing, developing the policies or implementing them, and ways to weigh them against each other,
biodiversity offsets are a very rich object to study the way relevant parameters of the environment are isolated,
their ontological status and the relations between them.

Biodiversity offsetting is a concept which scientific and technical aspects are unstable and constantly
redefined, making its implementation and practice highly subject to interpretation. What it means to protect it
is, moreover, at the centre of deep controversies, including among researchers themselves, regarding the
‘nature of nature’ and the legitimate type of stewardship that humans should be entitled to. The biodiversity
offsets are also part of a group of other contested concepts (and practices) to which it is considered to have a
close relationship, like those of natural capital and ecosystem services, because of their utilitarian detached
view.

The third chapter will therefore retrace the history of environmental compensations and in particular of
the biodiversity offsets, showing the main actors who led their theoretical development and advocated for their
use to companies and governments. | will then describe their main characteristics and their related
controversies inside and outside of the academia. Regarding academic debates and knowledge production, |
will show the variety of arguments and “framings” that are opposed by the actors in their publications and
show the composition of the main core of producers of scientific papers in biodiversity offsetting. Finally, it
will be seen how different actors relate the emergence of biodiversity offsets to a number of ethical issues, and
that the successive evidences of failure obliged to constant attempts of improvement and renewal of the offsets’

promises.

DEVELOPMENT OF BIODIVERSITY OFFSETS IN COLOMBIA

An important aspect of my research is to understand how the concepts of biodiversity and biodiversity
offsets emerged in the context of the discourses relative to the existing, possible, desirable and necessary
relations of the humans with the non-humans in terms of normativity and performativity. The analysis focuses
on the differences and potentially conflicting aspects of those descriptions, but also how they are reconfigured
in situation by the actors. In order to investigate this question, my research proposed to study the dynamics of
explicit reinterpretations of the relations between biodiversity and human life by a variety of actors from the
international to the local levels by considering them as different forms of knowledge production relating to
specific practices and modes of valuation.

The study of the implementation of an instrument such as biodiversity offsets in a specific country then
allows to observe the translation of general concepts into a specific context. In particular, its translation into
normative frameworks supported by public institutions that includes guidelines for their practical application,
doesn’t happen mechanically, but that it implies a controversial joint reinterpretation of means and ends
according to the understanding of the local specificities that always rely on the work of specific actors who
have to account for their positions and decisions. As the biodiversity offsets are developed, it is the whole set
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of issues relating to biodiversity and their relations to other ones as well, that get reconfigured. This redefinition
implies the design of new categories, measurements and evaluation procedures.

Doing my fieldwork in Colombia came from my personal research interests, which had led me in the past
to conduct research in two other countries of Abya Yala-Latin America, as well as more pragmatic points,
including the existence of links between my laboratory in Paris and researchers in Bogota, reinforced by a
common work on the issue of asbestos in Colombia, and the fact that the field of research on offsetting was
much less saturated there than it was in western countries. | also had a strong interrogation regarding the
reasons that would lead a country with such difficult social conditions, struggling for peace and legality, and
strong land titling issues, would consider and want to implement such a (at times caricatural) complex and
ontologically disturbing instrument. Ontologically disturbing it is because of the number of logical contortions
and shortcuts necessary for the construction of ecological equivalence and the possibility for claiming a "no
net loss" or even a "net gain" of biodiversity, while it seemed obvious to the vast majority of actors that it is
something that the experience will never be able to confirm, that it is impossible to see it or perceive it on the
field, and that the only way and context it can ‘work' is when they operate classifications and do the calculations
from the comfort of their office.

Based on those considerations, the development of biodiversity offsetting in Colombia, the first country
in South America to render them mandatory, was also raising particularly my curiosity because of the large
presence of indigenous people, which made me wonder how such a wide ontological discrepancy between
their views and the one underlined by offsets would be resolved or at least made to coexist. A Colombian
friend of mine working with indigenous people recently wrote: “For several days we walked through the forest,
we felt the mountain, we learned from each other, we learned to love each other, to care for each other, and
we reaffirmed that to talk about territory you have to walk it and feel it to the core, with thirst, with tiredness,
with power, with calm, with silence, with mountain, with fear, with respect, with humility — a lot of humility
—, with love”*. This way of “feeling-thinking” the territory (Escobar 2016), is confronted with the one that
takes precedence when the necessity of “seeing like a state” (Scott 1999) occur, or when nature is reconfigured
into a “nature that capital can see” (Robertson 2006). Both ultimately realized by human beings, the
experiences, and the types of knowledges and understandings that they each produce, would hardly find any
means for commensurability.

On top of what | mentioned before, the case of Colombia to study the way biodiversity offsets are
implemented is particularly interesting for a number of other reasons. Among those, as a country which became
to be known as ‘megabiodiverse’, there's a growing sense of pride as well as of responsibility toward the rest
of the world to protect it, which poses the question of the articulation of biodiversity offsets with this
responsibility. On the other hand, more or less classical or sustainable ‘development’ is still seen as necessary
by many actors, who are also aware of the environmental drawbacks of the multiplication of infrastructures
and extractive projects, and it could therefore be wondered the role that offsets are considered to play. On a
more technical aspect, the ‘baseline’ knowledge about biodiversity, on which biodiversity offsets rely heavily,
is far from what the level considered to be required, leaving open many questions about the type of knowledge
that is used for designing the compensations.

The fourth chapter therefore focuses on describing the origins of the Colombian biodiversity
compensation scheme, by considering it within the history of the Colombian environmental protection laws
and of other types of compensation. Doing this allows analysing the transformations of the type of natures that
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were protected by the successive legislations, and to compare the diverse types of compensations, their focus
and rationalities. It then replaces the emergence of the biodiversity offsets in the context of the years during
which their design process has started, and focus on the epistemic community that formed around it. After that,
the analysis turns toward the specificities of the Manual of Compensations for Biodiversity Loss and the
motivations behind the choices that have been made, in particular regarding the calculation of the
compensation factor, which allows to understand the relation between technical possibilities and limitations,
ecological and social theories, and biodiversity valuation. Finally, the chapter details the various difficulties
encountered during the design process of the compensations and the epistemic troubles generated by the

concept of ‘no net loss’ of biodiversity.

FIELDWORK AT THE NATIONAL COLOMBIAN AUTHORITY OF
ENVIRONMENTAL LICENCES

The development of offset policies started in Colombia with an agreement between the Nature
Conservancy and the Ministry of the Environment, and came into effect in 2012 with the publication of the
first “Manual of compensations for biodiversity loss”. The compensations then became mandatory for a
number of ‘large’ projects and their supervision at the national level has been assigned to the recently formed
National Authority of Environmental Licences — ANLA. While at first not evident for me, my first encounters
with its representatives convinced me of the interest of orienting my fieldwork there, for which I obtained the
authorization not without difficulties and with a good amount of patience. I have therefore spent several months
observing the work of its employees, in the offices and in the field, as they were verifying, analysing and
evaluating the environmental impact assessments and compensation plans provided by the companies.

The debates about how compensations should be done are closely related to the problem of the evaluation
of impacts and in particular the design of the environmental impact assessments, making them key to
understand the political normative choices about what matters and to which extent, and how actors reinterpret
them in their practice. It is only when it has been defined what is going to be impacted and how it is going to
be impacted that can be tentatively defined a compensation that is in line with what should be compensated.
I’ve heard many times from the environmental authority’s employees during my fieldwork that it was very
important that the compensations be adequately designed so to be closely “related” with the impacts on
biodiversity, but this “relation” was never a given and always had to be constructed and justified within the
frame of the legitimate valuation processes.

Consequently, the fifth chapter describes the ANLA through its history, functions and organization, but
also the tensions that run through it and the numerous critics that it has to face, both due to the failures in the
functioning of the institution and the nature of the environmental impact assessments. | then focus on the
particular process of evaluation and follow-up of the compensations. In the second part of the chapter, I give
an overview of the way | gained access to the institution and the ethnographic observations that I’ve been able
to do, including the difficulties that I’ve encountered along the way. Finally, I recount in detail the visits of
distinct projects at different stages, where some ANLA’s employees went to in order to verify the proposition
of the company or their compliance with what their environmental licence requested, and during which I’ve
been able to accompany them. In the cases in which it happened, | also describe the visits made to past or
future compensation activities. Those descriptions allow to see how different types of information is gathered,
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discussed and analysed, and how are jointly emerging and transformed problems and solutions in relation to
normative and ethical issues, but also through processes of valuation.

EVALUATION OF THE COMPENSATION PLANS, CIRCULATION OF
KNOWLEDGE, AND NORMATIVE INTERPRETATIONS

The sixth chapter focuses on the conceptual and practical challenges in the implementation of the
compensations in Colombia, as well as the processes through which the information is circulated, transformed,
verified and evaluated against the normative guidelines. It is based on the description of specific cases but also
of formal and informal discussions that took place at the ANLA, of internal meetings and workshops or
meetings with companies who came to present their projects or ask questions, or were convened as part of the
licensing process — situations that I’ve been able to observe during my ethnographic fieldwork. This leads to
an analysis of the relations between ANLA and the companies, as well as the ongoing processes of maintenance
of the right normative interpretations of the compensation guidelines.

As the development of biodiversity offsets in Colombia is quite recent, it offers the opportunity to observe
the process of designing (for the companies and their consultancies) and evaluating (for the ANLA personnel)
compensation projects in a way that didn't yet fully become a routine for the actors (and in any case the velocity
of the constant normative transformations keeps them away from this perspective). As such, they’re
permanently confronted to uncertainties and doubts, and have to resolve problems often enunciated in
ambiguous terms. As we will see, the relation between the ANLA and the companies encompass a plurality of
contexts and modes of communication, and the discussions about the validity of certain propositions vary in
their degree of formalism and explicitness according to the situation and the degree of coercion deemed
necessary.

But a lot of the exchanges both inside the ANLA and with other actors focused on the ways the
instructions presented in the Manuals, including the concepts and more or less clear guidelines, were to be
understood. This chapter will thus finally show that, in order to reach the goal of homogenizing the
compensations and guarantee their adequacy to what the spirit of the norm was understood to be, specialists
of the institution have to constantly try to carry their message throughout the institution to the employees who
will do the evaluations, as well as toward the companies and consultancy. Nonetheless, both the constant
evolution of the norms, instability of the employees and specificities of each project render this circulation
closer to an unceasing maintenance than an achievable end.

BEYOND THE EVALUATION: VALUATIONS OF THE NORMS AND OF THE
ADEQUACY OF ITS APPLICATION

Actors grappling with a norm regularly encounter themselves in situations which they may consider
unsatisfactory and try to resolve the ethical dilemmas that they face by assessing not only what the norm
seemingly force them to do but also what may be negotiable if only the right argumentative grasps were to be
found. Indeed, depending on its particular specifications and on the situation, the norm can either be considered
too strict and too vague, or both. The actors therefore wonder on which elements to base themselves to link
the dots between guidelines, which may either be intrinsically unclear or have to be applied in situations which
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cannot be made to easily match existing categories, and the validity of certain claims. The seventh chapter will
thus first focus on the ways they intend to do that, and in particular on the reference points that conjured in
order to established what they consider to be suitable technical justifications, so to show the moral economies
that are built behind them.

As different propositions, plans and activities are made by the actors as they try to get their head around
offsets, those are thus not only evaluated according to a strict analytical grid which the Manual would provide,
but valuated as well through putting into relation with numerous other preoccupations and elements which go
far beyond what the guidelines express. Nonetheless, limits of acceptability are to be established so that the
dispositif formed by the environmental authority may maintain its hold upon the biodiversity compensations
process, and those overpassing them may be accused of either incompetence, bad faith or of being subjective.

The description of the work done in the institution therefore allows to give an account of reciprocal
reconfigurations provoked by the frictions between norms that are institutionalized into an administrative
dispositif, the experience of the actors who have to manipulate them, as well as the resistance of the territory
against its reading only through remo