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Abstract 
Humanity’s detrimental impacts on the Earth’s ecosystems have been studied extensively, and 

these impacts’ negative consequences across societal groups, nations, and generations, have 

garnered much attention, from the scientific community as well as from civil society, where 

the attention often has been directed at how unfair the distribution of these environmental 

burdens is. The fairness of the distribution of global environmental benefits, however, has 

seen much less study, especially when it comes to the implementation of such concerns for 

fairness in environmental policy. 

In support of the research project Beyond GDP-growth, this thesis has centered on a Swedish 

context, and has focused on the term “biocapacity”, which is a quantifiable measure of many 

environmental benefits, and in the thesis is defined as the ability of terrestrial ecosystems to 

regenerate the biological materials extracted by humans. The thesis has then aimed to 

determine the current potential for the implementation of a fair distribution of global 

biocapacity in Swedish environmental policy, mainly by way of a series of interviews with 

individuals engaged in different forms of Swedish environmental work – from different levels 

of government, to civil society and centers of scientific research. 

It is concluded that the current potential for the implementation of a fair distribution of global 

biocapacity in Swedish environmental policy is primarily hindered by the seeming lack of a 

relevant discourse on the matter. Without such a discourse, a lack of public understanding of 

the subject is deemed to cause poor public support for any potential policies promoting a fair 

distribution of global biocapacity. It is suggested that a relevant and effective discourse is best 

achieved through transparent trade practices, and by the active participation of scientific 

experts and other actors outside of the political system. Furthermore, the thesis discusses the 

usefulness of the term “biocapacity” in this context, concluding that more research is needed, 

while identifying the main point of contention as what the term is intuitively understood to 

mean, as well as whether or not it can be used as a means to achieve a focused public 

discourse on the fair distribution of environmental goods. 
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Sammanfattning 
Mänsklighetens skadliga inverkan på jordens ekosystem har studerats i stor utsträckning, och 

den här inverkans negativa konsekvenser för olika samhällsgrupper, länder och generationer 

har fått mycket uppmärksamhet från både forskningsvärlden och civilsamhället, där det främst 

har fokuserats på den orättvisa fördelningen av dessa ”miljöbördor”. Men, rättvisa när det 

kommer till fördelningen av ”miljönyttor” har studerats betydligt mindre, särskilt i samband 

med hur sådana rättviseaspekter kan implementeras i miljöpolicy. 

Den här uppsatsen har – i en svensk kontext och som stöd till forskningsprojektet Bortom 

BNP-tillväxt – fokuserat på en kvantifierbar term kallad ”biokapacitet”, som innefattar många 

miljönyttor, och i uppsatsen definieras som landbaserade ekosystems kapacitet att regenerera 

de biologiska material som människor extraherar. Uppsatsen har sedan ämnat att undersöka de 

nuvarande förutsättningarna för implementeringen av en rättvis fördelning av global 

biokapacitet i svensk miljöpolicy, främst genom en serie intervjuer med individer som i olika 

sammanhang är engagerade i svenskt miljöarbete – från kommunal till statlig nivå, samt i 

civilsamhället och i forskningssammanhang. 

Uppsatsen utmynnar i slutsatsen att de nuvarande förutsättningarna för implementeringen av 

en rättvis fördelning av global biokapacitet i svensk miljöpolicy främst begränsas av att den 

offentliga debatten till synes inte behandlar ämnet nämnvärt. Utan en offentlig debatt om 

ämnet förmodas den resulterande kunskapsbristen hos allmänheten leda till ett bristande 

offentligt stöd för policyförslag som förespråkar en rättvis fördelning av global biokapacitet. 

En relevant och effektiv offentlig debatt tros bäst kunna uppstå genom transparent handel och 

ett aktivt deltagande av experter från forskningsvärlden, samt andra utompolitiska aktörer. 

Dessutom diskuterar uppsatsen nyttan av begreppet ”biokapacitet” i en sådan debatt, och 

kommer fram till att vidare studier krävs för att nå en tillfredsställande slutsats. Uppsatsen 

identifierar dock den intuitiva uppfattningen av termens betydelse, samt frågan om termen kan 

användas för att uppnå en fokuserad debatt på ämnet, som de främsta problemområdena som 

behöver behandlas.
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1 Introduction 
Humanity is putting immense and increasing pressures on the Earth, pushing it to, and 

beyond, its ecological boundaries (IPCC, 2013; Steffen et al., 2015). This has been known and 

highlighted by environmental organizations and the scientific community for decades (e.g. 

WCED, 1987; Erwood, 2011; WWF, 2011). Recent examples of this work include the annual 

Earth Overshoot Day campaign, first started in 2006 by the think tanks New Economics 

Foundation and Global Footprint Network, which shows the date at which humanity has 

depleted the available ecological resources and services of that year (Global Footprint 

Network, n.d.). The World Wide Fund for Nature’s biennial “Living Planet Report”, 

published since 1998, is another well-known example, which details humanity’s impact on the 

natural world using data from the Global Footprint Network (WWF, n.d.). The United 

Nations-initiated Millenium Ecosystem Assessment has also made humanity’s significant 

exploitation of the world’s ecosystems over the past half-century clear, for instance 

irremediable biodiversity loss on an extensive, global scale being one consequence (Reid et 

al., 2005). While acknowledging the gains in overall human well-being that this exploitation 

has entailed, the Assessment also highlights its negative consequences for humans, such as the 

increased poverty for certain population groups and the severe risks to future generations’ 

well-being, that the current rate of exploitation entails (ibid.). 

One of the first global reactions to these impacts was the establishment of the UN World 

Commission on Environment and Development, popularly known as the “Brundtland 

Commission” (WCED, 1987). In its famous report “Our Common Future”, it discussed the 

urgency of the challenge to counter humanity’s degradation of the environment and depletion 

of the world’s natural resources, emphasizing the need for collective political action on a 

global scale and a mindset that extends beyond national borders and encompasses the entire 

world (ibid.). Furthermore, it noticeably observed an intimate co-dependence between social 

and environmental sustainability, stressing the importance of fairness towards persons of 

today as well as persons that are not yet born, for a truly sustainable development (ibid.). 

Other important milestones in sustainable development work include the establishment of the 

Convention on Biological Diversity and its Nagoya Protocol, as well as the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change and its Conferences of the Parties (CBD, n.d.; 

UNFCCC, n.d.). The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, arguably the most ambitious 

global sustainability agreement yet, which details 17 Sustainable Development Goals to be 

achieved by the year 2030, is another example of a major sustainability agreement on a global 

scale (UN General Assembly, 2015). Notably, the agenda also discussed the importance of 

fairness on a global level, and made this an integral part of the goals (ibid.). 

So, the importance of fairness, when it comes to the distribution of negative effects of 

humanity’s impacts on the planet, has been discussed in some of the world’s most 

environmentally significant gatherings and documents. The interdisciplinary field of 

environmental justice treats this matter extensively (e.g. Bullard, 2001; Agyeman, Bullard and 
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Evans, 2002), but the fairness of the distribution of environmental benefits has seen limited 

coverage – environmental benefits being the “goods” provided by ecosystems, as opposed to 

the “bads” that the consequences of a degraded environment constitute (Movik, 2014). 

Existing writing on the subject will be presented in greater detail later on, but includes 

Sievers-Glotzbach’s (2013) generalized explorations of justice as it pertains to access rights to 

ecosystem services, and Movik’s (2014) study of such access rights to water in South African 

policy. 

In Sweden and Swedish policy, specifically, it is seemingly no different. Bradley, 

Gunnarsson-Östling and Isaksson (2008) attest to Sweden’s recognition of equity being 

crucial to sustainable development on a global level, evidenced by applications in policy and 

planning. Fairness as pertains to the distribution of ecosystem services and global biocapacity, 

however, does not seem to have entered into Swedish policy, being notably absent from 

important national sustainability goals such as the Environmental Objectives (Environmental 

Objectives Portal, 2016). The matter of what is “fair” when it comes to global biocapacity 

distribution seems to require investigation. Furthermore, how this fairness could be practically 

implemented in Swedish environmental policy seems highly pertinent, considering the 

immediacy of the challenges the world faces today. Finally, in relation to this, the meaning 

and usefulness of the term “biocapacity” itself, in practical applications such as environmental 

policy, is in need of investigation. Today, it is mainly used in connection to theoretical work 

of organizations such as the previously mentioned Global Footprint Network (2015), in the 

form of generalized calculations of humanity’s annual use of ecosystems’ productive and 

absorptive capabilities. Though arguably useful for concretizing these aspects of ecosystem 

services, the term’s practical and political applicability has seen limited study.  

In light of the above, it is clear that matters of fairness as regards the use humanity in general 

– and Sweden in particular – makes of the natural world, are in need of study. This thesis 

strives to further the understanding of these matters by positing the following aim, which is to 

be reached by way of the research questions presented below it. 
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1.1 Aim 
This thesis aims to explore the current potential in Swedish environmental policy for the 

implementation of considerations for a fair distribution of global biocapacity. 

1.2 Research Questions 

 What could a globally fair distribution of the Earth's biocapacity look like? 

 Is there any explicit mention in the scientific literature of considerations for a fair 

distribution of global biocapacity having been implemented, or being considered for 

implementation, in any country’s environmental policy – international, national, sub-

national, or otherwise? 

 What do some of the actors in Swedish environmental work  consider to be a fair 

distribution of global biocapacity? What are their opinions on the potential for the 

implementation of considerations for such a distribution in Swedish environmental 

policy? 

◦ What can be concluded from some different ethical perspectives about these 

actors’ conceptions of a fair global biocapacity distribution? 

1.3 Scope and Delimitations 
Due to the transnational effects of Sweden's environmental policies, and due to the globalized 

nature of modern-day consumption of biocapacity, the spatial delimitations of this thesis are 

multifaceted. Its main focus, however, is the environmental policies of Sweden, where the 

effects of these policies abroad are under study by proxy. Thus, this thesis’ point of focus is 

Sweden, but from a standpoint of global fairness. 

In temporal terms, the thesis has a contemporary focus when examining the current state in 

Swedish environmental policy, and the current potential for the implementation of 

considerations for a fair distribution of global biocapacity. Due to humanity’s extensive use of 

biocapacity likely having effects far into the future, the scope of the thesis also has a 

temporally extended, intergenerational focus when considering which parties the fairness of 

biocapacity distribution applies to. 

As will be explained in the following section, this thesis exclusively concerns terrestrial 

biocapacity – thus disregarding the biocapacity of aquatic ecosystems –, but will henceforth 

simply use the term “biocapacity”. Furthermore, the term “fairness” is used to provide a 

relatively neutral starting point for this thesis, since it generally has fewer conceptions of 

fairness associated with it compared to terms such as “justice” and “equity”. 

When reviewing any existing literature on considerations for fairness of global biocapacity 

distribution in environmental policy, the scope of the search has been limited to scientific 

literature, as per the second research question presented above. The reason for this 

delimitation has partly been because a search through different countries’ government 
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archives for specific policy documents likely would require more time than is available when 

writing a master’s thesis, and would furthermore require comprehensive language skills, if 

assuming that all such documents are not written in, or translated to, English. Furthermore, 

the e-resources and databases to which the Royal Institute of Technology grants access, 

mainly consist of scientific content. 
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2 Background 
This thesis has been written as a part of the interdisciplinary research project “Beyond GDP-

growth – Scenarios for sustainable building and planning”. In the light of mounting evidence 

pointing to the socially and ecologically harmful effects of unchecked economic growth, the 

project explores the possibility of achieving a sustainable development in Sweden with little 

or no economic growth (Fauré et al., 2016). It does so by establishing four different scenarios 

for a future Sweden with different societal structures, and each of these scenarios are to 

achieve four sustainability goals by the year 2050 (ibid.). These goals are designed to suit a 

Swedish context, and are based on Raworth’s (2012) model for sustainable development 

(Fauré et al., 2016). Utilizing the biocapacity concept, which will be explained below, one of 

the goals concerns the global land used for Swedes’ consumption (ibid.). In order to reach it, 

this land use should be halved to 1.7 “global hectares” of land per capita – which in the year 

2050, considering population growth estimates, amounts to 1.24 global hectares –, in order to 

achieve a globally equal distribution of land use, based on calculations by the Global 

Footprint Network (ibid.). This thesis can serve to further the understanding of some of the 

different ethical and policy-related aspects of this goal. A more exhaustive report on the goals 

can be found in Fauré et al. (2016), and further information about the program and its 

developments can be found on the program website “www.bortombnptillvaxt.se”. 

2.1 Biocapacity 
The definition of the term “biocapacity” varies slightly, as shown by the review below, but 

there seems to be a general consensus in the relevant literature on the basic aspects of the 

term. To avoid any potential confusion between the arguably similar concepts “biocapacity” 

and “ecosystem services”, it is important to note that they are not interchangeable (Venetoulis 

and Talberth, 2008). Ecosystems’ usefulness to human well-being tends to be divided into 

four categories of services, namely “supporting”, e.g. nutrient cycling and soil formation; 

“provisioning”, e.g. food and fresh water; “regulating”, e.g. climate and flood regulation; and 

“cultural”, e.g. spiritual and recreational (Reid et al., 2005). Venetoulis and Talberth (2008) 

argue – for instance by mentioning long-time degradation of land due to intensive agriculture 

– that the term biocapacity does not capture all of these. The differences should become clear 

if the definition of ecosystem services provided above is kept in mind when considering the 

following review of some prevalent definitions of biocapacity that can be found in the 

literature. 

The Global Footprint Network (2015) defines biocapacity – or “biological capacity” – as the 

ability of terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems to regenerate the biological materials extracted by 

humans, and to absorb the waste that humans generate. The biocapacity of an ecosystem may 

vary with time, depending on climatic conditions and on what human beings value in the 

ecosystem, as well as on management practices and technologies used for extraction (Global 

Footprint Network, 2015). 

Biocapacity is generally expressed in “global hectares” – abbreviated “gha” –, referring to a 

hectare of land and/or water with a world-average “biological productivity” for that year 

http://www.bortombnptillvaxt.se/english/startpage.4.21d4e98614280ba6d9e68d.html#.WDLjcuY2vRY
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(Global Footprint Network, 2015). Biological productivity, in turn, refers to the amount of 

biological material of value to humans that a certain surface area of a terrestrial or aquatic 

ecosystem generates (ibid.). This means, for instance, that both marine and inland waters are 

included, but areas with patchy vegetation – or otherwise non-productive areas with biomass 

that is not useful for human use – are not (ibid.).  

When it comes to what is considered to be a part of the Earth's biocapacity, the definitions and 

specificity of different studies differ slightly, but the similarities seem to abound. In an article 

from 2013, Borucke et al. give a description of the framework and methodology utilized in the 

Global Footprint Network's National Footprint Accounts from 2011. The article 

acknowledges the fact that the theoretical definition of biocapacity includes all areas that 

provide biologically sourced services for human beings, but that such a thing is unrealistic due 

to the lack of availability of comprehensive datasets (ibid.). So, on a practical level, the 

National Footprint Accounts bases its calculations on biocapacity encompassing cropland,for 

plant-based food and fiber products; grazing land and cropland, for animal-based products; 

marine and inland fishing grounds, for fish products; forests, for timber and other forest 

products, as well as land for the sequestration of anthropogenic carbon dioxide emissions; and 

areas upon which human beings construct buildings and other infrastructure (Borucke et al., 

2013). It is important to note, however, that the Global Footprint Network does not set aside 

biocapacity for wild species (Kitzes et al, 2007). 

In his seminal 1992 article in the journal “Environment and Urbanization”, Rees discusses the 

concept of biocapacity – without explicitly mentioning the term – as natural capital being the 

“... land in various categories required to support the region's population indefinitely at a 

given material standard”. Some of the examples he mentions that make up the Earth's natural 

capital include arable land for food production, and forested land for carbon dioxide 

sequestration or bioenergy production (ibid.). Similarly, Lewan and Simmons (2001) consider 

biocapacity to be the aggregate bioproductive supply – the biological production – of various 

ecosystems in an area. According to them, and for instance Dongxia et al. (2013), such an 

area can be arable land, pastures, forests, and productive sea, as well as built or degraded land 

(Lewan and Simmons, 2001). They also emphasize the temporal variability of an area's 

biocapacity, and the dependency of that variability on management practices (Lewan and 

Simmons, 2001). Bagliani et al (2008) present a similar definition of the bioproductive land 

that constitutes the Earth’s biocapacity, invoking the classification of the International Union 

for Conservation of Nature. In doing so, they name another land type, in addition to the ones 

mentioned by Borucke et al. (2013), Lewan and Simmons (2001) and Dongxia et al. (2013): 

“Energy land” (Bagliani et al., 2008). This land type represents the aggregate energy 

producing area, consisting of the area producing e.g. fuelwood, and of the forest area capable 

of absorbing anthropogenic carbon dioxide (Monfreda et al., 2004; Patterson et al., 2008). 

According to Monfreda et al. (2004), this methodology of biocapacity calculation takes into 

account areas set aside for the conservation of biodiversity, the extent of which depends on 

the country being studied. The Swedish Environmental Protection Agency outlines its 

definition much like the Global Footprint Network, and specifies the bioproductive area types 
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Current Distribution 

To demonstrate the illustrative use of  the term 

biocapacity, in conjunction with the Ecological 

Footprint, the following are Sweden’s and the 

world’s respective biocapacities and Ecological 

Footprints: 

According to the Global Footprint Network’s 

(2016) latest National Footprint Accounts, 

which uses data from 2012, the Swedish 

Ecological Footprint that year was 3.3 gha per 

capita. Conversely, the Swedish biocapacity to 

10.6 gha per capita. For comparison, the 

equivalent world average Ecological Footprint 

that same year was 1.06 gha per capita, 

whereas the global biocapacity amounted to 

1.58 gha per capita. 

that it considers a part of the Earth’s biocapacity, as forests, fishing areas, grazing land and 

arable land, but does not seem to include built-up land (Lewan, 2002).  

A term that is intimately linked with biocapacity is the so-called “Ecological Footprint”. The 

two terms are most often used in conjunction with each other, the former making an 

appearance in the literature almost exclusively in relation to the latter. An example of this can 

be seen in Figure 1. Furthermore, the Ecological Footprint will make an appearance in this 

text as well, so it may therefore seem appropriate to formally define the term. First 

conceptualized by William Rees (1992), albeit expressed as “appropriated carrying capacity”, 

the Ecological Footprint was further developed by Wackernagel (1994). Wackernagel (1994) 

defines the Ecological Footprint as the aggregate productive or absorptive capacity that 

different categories of consumption or waste discharge, under present management schemes, 

requires in the form of an area of land or water. The Global Footprint Network (2015), 

similarly, defines it as an “area of biologically productive land and water” required to produce 

resources for, or absorb waste from, an individual, population or activity while making use of 

prevailing technology and resource management practices. Although the wordings of the two 

definitions are somewhat different, they are substantially equivalent, and will be what this 

thesis refers to when using the term Ecological Footprint. 

The policy-relevance of the term biocapacity itself, and the conversely related Ecological 

Footprint, has seen some debate (e.g. Venetoulis and Talberth, 2008; Giampietro and Saltelli, 

2014a; 2014b; Goldfinger et al., 2014). This debate has mainly focused on the perceived 

inadequacies in the scope of what the terms measure, which has been said to not encapsulate 

all of humanity’s effects on and uses of natural ecosystems, while simultaneously being 

proclaimed to be useful for providing bases for policy decisions (ibid.). This thesis will not 

provide a deeper review of this debate and the specifics of the terms, however, but instead 

refers to the above-mentioned examples. 

2.1.1 A Working Definition of Biocapacity 

For the purposes of this thesis, the term “biocapacity” 

will be defined as per the Global Footprint Network’s 

(2015) definition detailed above, with a slight 

modification: Since terrestrial biocapacity is the focus 

of this thesis, only terrestrial ecosystems – not aquatic 

– will be taken into account. Furthermore, the carbon 

footprint is not included, in order to avoid double 

counting, since the National Footprint Accounts 

consider the same forest areas to account for both 

carbon capture and forest products (Borucke et al., 

2013). This is furthermore in accordance with the 

Beyond GDP-growth project’s definition of 

biocapacity (Fauré et al., 2016). 

Figure 1: Comparisons of Swedish and global 

biocapacity and Ecological Footprint. 



 

8 

 

2.2 Fairness 
As has previously been addressed, fairness in relation to global biocapacity distribution is not 

well studied, neither in the scientific community nor in public policy, Swedish or otherwise 

(e.g. Möllersten and Mattsson, 2011). Before examining the literature that does exist on the 

matter, it seems worth noting that there is considerable disagreement in scientific discourse of 

what constitutes a fair distribution (Movik, 2014).  

“Equity”, “fairness” or “justice” in relation to the distribution of ecosystem services have seen 

some, although not much, explicit mention in global as well as national contexts. A notable 

example includes the 2030 Agenda’s commitment to achieving a “… fair and equitable 

sharing of benefits arising from the utilization of genetic resources…” as relates to nutrition 

and the ending of world hunger, in addition to its other commitments to meeting basic human 

needs (UN General Assembly, 2015). The Nagoya Protocol of the Convention on Biological 

Diversity is another example, as it serves to implement such a sharing of benefits between 

nations (CBD, n.d.). 

The previously mentioned studies by Sievers-Glotzbach (2013) and Movik (2014) are two 

examples from the environmental justice literature that treat the matter of a fair biocapacity 

distribution more explicitly.  

Sievers-Glotzbach, in her 2013 article, firstly motivates a focus on the right to access 

ecosystem services when discussing justice in relation to the conservation and use of 

ecosystems by humanity. “Ecosystem services”, she says, are all the benefits that living and 

non-living parts of ecosystems – e.g. trees and air, respectively – provide humans with, and 

she motivates the focus on access rights by saying that they – unlike ecosystem services like 

climate regulation, for instance – readily can be distributed (ibid.). To justly handle this 

distribution, she suggests that a theory of distributive justice include a focus on these access 

rights; simultaneous consideration of justice between present generations and of justice 

towards future generations; and the recognition that institutional agents – not individuals – 

must be responsible for the achievement of distributive justice (ibid.). 

Movik’s 2014 paper is an exploration of what a just distribution of ecosystem services may 

constitute, by way of the South African Water Allocation Reform policy and the shifting 

conceptions of environmental justice that it has given rise to during its formation (ibid.). She 

initially highlights the contentious nature of the general discourse surrounding the definition 

of “justice”, and argues for a pluralistic approach to the application of justice in policy work 

(ibid.). Delving into the case of the South African policy, she outlines the changes in its 

foundational notions of distributive justice, which went from favoring existing users of the 

available water, to favoring a more equal distribution, though the latter development has seen 

little real-life application (ibid.). The former stance on justice seemed justified within a certain 

theoretical framework, although when other theories of justice were applied to the situation, 

injustices of this stance were illuminated (ibid.). The paper emphasizes the need to thoroughly 

examine the notions of justice that underlie policies, and to be aware of the different 

perspectives that are involved and need to be considered (ibid.). This, Movik (ibid.) argues, 
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motivates the need for a pluralistic approach that takes into account different conceptions of 

justice. 

In conjunction with the 1992 United Nations Earth Summit, the Dutch branch of the 

international non-governmental network Friends of the Earth International launched the term 

“environmental space” (Möllersten and Mattsson, 2011). The environmental space that each 

individual, country etc. may use, is based on all human beings’ equal right to the world’s 

natural resources, and that human beings alive today must use these resources sustainably, so 

as not to infringe upon future generations’ welfare (ibid.). A series of reports on the subject 

followed in the coming two decades, several by Friends of the Earth Sweden (Möllersten and 

Mattsson, ibid.). The scope of these reports encompasses most environmental issues, and their 

discourse regarding the fairness of distribution of global biocapacity is characterized by the 

dichotomies of the global North and South, and of rich and poor countries or continents, 

where a great redistribution from the former to the latter is deemed necessary (ibid.). The 

general principle advocated for in the reports is of self-sufficiency being desirable, where 

available biocapacity in the country, region or continent should not be exceeded – global trade 

is not disapproved of, but imported biocapacity should not exceed exported biocapacity 

(ibid.). Focusing on Sweden, the reports highlight the general need for a decreased Swedish 

consumption, and proclaims that a fair use of environmental space requires great political 

will, and cooperation between different societal groups and nations, in lieu of the 

liberalization of the economy and reliance on market forces that has been seen in recent years 

(ibid.). Möllersten and Mattsson’s (ibid.) summarizing account of these reports concludes that 

principles of environmental fairness need to be integrated into environmental policy on a 

local, regional as well as a global level to achieve a fair use of environmental space. 

Furthermore, Friends of the Earth Europe released a report on the disproportionately large 

amount of global land claimed by European consumption, mainly attributing this to high 

levels of consumption of animal products and of vegetable oils for bioenergy (ibid.). The 

organization denounces this on social as well as environmental grounds, naming unequal 

appropriation of land resources (for an introduction on “land grabbing”, see e.g. Borras et al., 

2011), biodiversity loss, and land degradation as some harmful effects (ibid.). It furthermore 

emphasizes the importance of changing these patterns and working towards a globally 

equitable land consumption that does not endanger essential ecosystems and stays within the 

limits of the planet (ibid.). To do so, the report suggests going beyond current policies in the 

EU, which focus on domestic land management and impacts, and presents a list of 

recommendations to policy makers (ibid.). This list can be summarized to include measures 

for more closely monitoring production practices, for limiting the expansion of agricultural 

land into other land types, and for facilitating a change in European citizens’ consumption 

patterns to reduce its large claim on global land (ibid.). 

The previous section explored how the term “biocapacity” itself is understood in the scientific 

literature, and it provided the definition of the term that is to be used in this thesis. This 

section, in turn, has so far provided an overview of some relevant literature on fairness in 

relation to biocapacity distribution. What “fairness” could constitute in a Swedish context, 
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however, remains largely unexplored.  In order to change this, interviews with Swedish 

environmental actors have been conducted (see Methods section for details), and to better 

understand their perspectives on fairness, an outline of some “philosophical starting points” 

for an analysis of these perspectives is presented below. These philosophical starting points 

are simply different fundamental views that are prevalent in the philosophical discipline 

called “environmental ethics”, which in turn explores the moral status of, and relationship 

between, humans, non-humans, and the environment (Brennan and Lo, 2015).  

2.2.1 A Framework for Ethical Analysis 

In this section, two broad and arguably antithetical systems of value within the field of 

environmental ethics will be briefly outlined: “Anthropocentrism” and “ecocentrism". Then, 

one theory of fairness that falls within each system will be presented, so as to exemplify the 

applications of the respective systems of value. A third, alternative system of value called 

“moral pluralism” will also be presented, and exemplified by its environmentally relevant 

application known as “environmental pragmatism”. What is presented here is in no way an 

exhaustive account of the multitude of theories and conceptions in the field of environmental 

ethics, but should instead be regarded as an attempt to capture a sufficiently wide spectrum of 

moral thought for application on the specific subject that is handled in this thesis. This outline 

will therefore serve as a theoretical framework for the analysis of the results presented in a 

later section. 

Firstly, it may be helpful to introduce some terminology that will be used in this section. A 

central topic discussed in environmental philosophy is that of “value”, and to what and by 

whom it is attributed (Sarkar, 2012). The most salient forms of value discussed in the 

literature are instrumental and intrinsic values. Instrumental value is described by Sarkar 

(ibid.) as the value an entity (such as a state of affairs or an individual) has due to its 

usefulness to another entity, whereas intrinsic value is commonly described as the value an 

entity has in and of itself. 

Anthropocentrism and Environmental Justice  

Sarkar (2012) describes anthropocentrism as being based on the assumption that all values are 

derived from human values. This “human-centeredness” is a way to approach ethical thinking 

that has been an implicit part of much of western ethical tradition (Brennan and Lo, 2015). In 

environmental ethics, it follows from this view that human beings solely have responsibilities 

towards each other, and only through other human beings have – indirect – responsibilities 

towards non-humans and the environment, for example to preserve life-supporting ecosystems 

for the well-being of humans (DesJardins, 2006). To phrase this in the terms introduced in the 

previous paragraph, only human beings have intrinsic value, while other entities can only 

have instrumental value in relation to human beings (ibid.). In order to concretize this value 

system, an example of a theory of fair distribution – belonging to a salient field of study 

within anthropocentric environmental ethics called environmental justice – will be presented 

below. 
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Environmental justice is concerned with the socially just distribution of environmental goods 

and bads (DesJardins, 2006). As previously mentioned, however, it has mostly focused on the 

latter (e.g. Bullard, 2001; Agyeman, Bullard and Evans, 2002). Though there are other 

approaches and theories that deal with such distributional matters – e.g. the Capability 

Approach (Robeyns, 2016) – this analysis framework will make use of Sievers-Glotzbach’s 

(2013) theory. This is due to her explicit efforts to direct the focus of environmental justice to 

the distribution of environmental goods, which suits this thesis’ focus on biocapacity 

distribution.  

As attested by DesJardins (2006), there can be several conceptions of environmental justice. 

Sievers-Glotzbach (2013) argues for the usefulness of the social justice perspective of a 

slightly modified version of John Rawls’ “A Theory of Justice”, to derive a cogent conception 

of environmental justice. An overview of this conception is presented in the following two 

paragraphs, structured in a way similar to Sievers-Glotzbach’s (ibid.) paper, starting with 

what constitutes “justice”, whom it should be applied to, what it is that should be distributed 

justly, and lastly by whom it should be distributed. For a more comprehensive introduction to 

Rawls’ unmodified theory, see Rawls (1971). 

Rawls’ (1971) theory’s main concern is how society’s primary social institutions should carry 

out a just distribution of rights and duties. Simply put, Rawls’ (ibid.) idea of “justice”, here, 

stems from a concept he named “the Veil of Ignorance”, which states that a just societal order 

is the result of what all people within this society (when rational and self-interested) would 

deem as just if unaware of the details of their own life and place in this society. When it 

comes to who is a part of this society, i.e. whom this justice concerns, Rawls’ (ibid.) notion of 

“society” refers to a single nation. This fits poorly with the temporally expansive and global 

nature of humanity’s use of ecosystems, so Sievers-Glotzbach (2013) extends this society –  

or “community of justice” – to include the entire world population, and not only humans of 

present, but also of future generations. 

When it comes to what it is that should be distributed justly, Sievers-Glotzbach (2013), as 

previously mentioned, argues that what is truly relevant for distribution is the right of access 

to ecosystem services. Since Sievers-Glotzbach’s (2013) definition of ecosystem services 

consists of all benefits that human well-being reaps from living and non-living “ecosystem 

funds” – examples including trees and soil, respectively –, these rights of access can be 

argued to be pertinent to the case of biocapacity, as well. She then argues that it becomes the 

responsibility of the previously mentioned social institutions to ensure a just distribution of 

these access rights (ibid.). Sievers-Glotzbach (ibid.) refers to these institutions as “claim 

addressees”, since their role is to ascertain that justice within society is achieved, as per 

legitimate claims for justice by members of the community of justice. Finally, through this 

conception of environmental justice, Sievers-Glotzbach (2013) arrives at her “principle of 

environmental justice”, which reads as follows: “Inequalities in the distribution of access 

rights to all vital ecosystem services are to be to the greatest benefit of the least-advantaged 

members of the present and actual future generations”. 
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In summary, this section presents anthropocentrism, which is a human-centered system of 

values that considers human beings to be the exclusive entities with intrinsic value. All other 

entities derive their – instrumental – value from what use they are to human beings. 

Additionally, a conception of distributional fairness within the pertinent field of 

environmental justice is outlined. This conception holds that a just distribution is when access 

rights, not ecosystem services themselves, are distributed; when these access rights are 

distributed between all people of the world, present as well as future generations, where any 

equalities should benefit the least-advantaged the most; and when major social institutions 

ensure that this just distribution takes place. 

Ecocentrism and the Land Ethic 

The exact definition of ecocentrism varies, but DesJardins (2006) describes it as a view that 

intrinsic value resides in ecological wholes such as ecosystems and species, but also in 

inanimate objects such as mountains, and in the interactions between these. This is in contrast 

with anthropocentrism, which considers individual human beings to be the sole bearers of 

intrinsic value (DesJardins, 2006; Salwén, 2012). So, what separates anthropocentrism from 

ecocentrism, is which entities that the different systems of value consider to be bearers of 

intrinsic value (Sarkar, 2012). As when discussing anthropocentrism in the paragraphs above, 

an example of a theory that falls within the value system known as ecocentrism will be 

presented below, which will facilitate the understanding of ecocentrism, and contribute to the 

analysis of the results presented later in this thesis. 

In the discipline of environmental ethics, there are several ecocentric theories, and they are 

often influenced by the scientific field of ecology (DesJardins, 2006). Examples include the 

“Gaia hypothesis” – which posits that the entire Earth should be viewed as a single organism 

(DesJardins, 2006) – and the collection of theories that constitute the platform called “Deep 

Ecology” (Salwén, 2012). However, as it is arguably one of the most famous and influential 

Western examples of an ecocentric environmental ethic (DesJardins, 2006; Salwén, 2012), the 

analysis in this thesis will make use of Aldo Leopold’s “Land Ethic”.  

The Land Ethic considers natural ecosystems, species, soil, water etc. to have intrinsic value 

(DesJardins, 2006), or to be in the “community of justice”, as Sievers-Glotzbach (2013) might 

have put it. Leopold’s ethic was formulated concurrently with the development of the 

scientific field of ecology, which significantly influenced its formulation, evidenced by 

Leopold’s own description of its essence: “A thing is right when it tends to preserve the 

integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise” 

(DesJardins, 2006). In this statement, Flader (2011) clarifies that “integrity” most likely refers 

to the characteristic diversity of a certain biota, and that “stability” most likely refers to the 

complexity of a biotic system that allows it to withstand disturbances – a more modern term 

would be “resilience”.  An important part of the Land Ethic is to acknowledge and be humble 

before the complexity of ecosystems, and the fact that the roles of each of their components – 

which includes humans – may be very difficult to discern, and the consequences of 

disturbances to ecosystems very difficult to predict (DesJardins, 2006). 
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It is important to note that Leopold did believe that ecosystems could be used as “resources” 

for human beings, so activities such as hunting are not disapproved of in the Land Ethic, as 

long as the biotic community itself that the animal belongs to is cared for and preserved 

(DesJardins, 2006). Though he considered human beings to have a deep connection to the 

natural environment – an “ecological conscience, as DesJardins (2006) puts it – the Land 

Ethic does not consider humans to occupy any special position in the natural world, but are 

rather as much a member of it as any other species (ibid.). Keeping this in mind, one can 

consider Leopold’s thoughts in “The Sand County Almanac” – the collection of essays that 

includes The Land Ethic –  where he attributes humanity’s harmful use of the natural world to 

the fact that it is viewed as merely a resource (Tännsjö, 2000). Leopold believed that once 

human beings see themselves as a part of nature, they can treat it with its due love and respect 

(ibid.). 

In summary, ecocentrism is a view in environmental ethics that holds that ecosystems and 

species, inanimate natural objects such as mountains, and the interactions between these, are 

bearers of intrinsic value (DesJardins, 2006). This is in contrast with anthropocentrism, which 

sees individual human beings as the sole bearers of intrinsic value (Sarkar, 2012). Aldo 

Leopold’s Land Ethic prescribes intrinsic value to ecological entities such as soil, water, 

plants, animals (DesJardins, 2006), and considers human beings not separate from nature, but 

as much a part of it as any other species (Tännsjö, 2000). Seeing as individual animals hold no 

intrinsic value, activities such as hunting are not deemed morally wrong, as long as they 

preserve the biodiversity and resilience of a biotic community (DesJardins, 2006; Flader, 

2011). The Land Ethic says that “a thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, 

stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise” 

(DesJardins, 2006). 

Moral Pluralism and Environmental Pragmatism 

As can be gleaned from the above, anthropocentrism and ecocentrism attribute intrinsic value 

to different entities. An implicit assumption about the moral consideration and attribution of 

value has however been present up until this point in the thesis’ moral discourse – “moral 

monism”. Whereas moral monism presupposes that only a single conception of values can be 

legitimate, moral pluralism accepts the existence and validity of several, despite conflicts 

between them (DesJardins, 2006). More specifically, moral pluralists reject the monist notion 

that a theory of ethics must be able to harmonize or cogently prioritize all conflicting or 

competing values (ibid.). Instead, they hold that different theories with conflicting values, can 

yield equally valid answers to ethical questions (ibid.). To exemplify this approach to ethics – 

and do so in an environmentally relevant context – the following theory, developed 

extensively by Bryan G. Norton (Afeissa, 2008), will be presented below. 

As a morally pluralistic approach to ethics – and arguably one of the most relevant ones in 

environmental ethics, due to its salience in the literature, and due to it having been developed 

for policy application (Afeissa, 2008) – “environmental pragmatism” not only aims to 

determine and justify humanity’s responsibilities towards the environment, but also to 
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facilitate morally convincing arguments that ensure the practical application of these 

responsibilities (Salwén, 2012).The immediacy of environmental issues such as 

environmental injustices and biodiversity loss motivates a pragmatist to apply appropriate 

ethical principles and theories to practical situations (DesJardins, 2006), and does so to 

motivate action towards a goal that is commonly desired, albeit due to conflicting underlying 

values (Salwén, 2012). For instance, if both anthropocentric and ecocentric environmental 

activists agree that the emissions of greenhouse gases must be reduced, the pragmatist will 

attempt to present arguments that can convince the public of the necessity of such a reduction, 

despite the different values motivating the two groups (Salwén, 2012). This tendency for 

consensus regarding decisions, despite differences in the underlying systems of value, has 

been named the “convergence principle” by Bryan G. Norton, one of the principal pragmatist 

figures in environmental ethics (Afeissa, 2008). So, environmental pragmatism holds these 

anthropocentric and ecocentric values in this example to be simultaneously valid, and aims to 

do what a pragmatist would say that a morally monistic all-or-nothing approach fails to: 

Contribute to real-life change (DesJardins, 2006).  
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3 Methods 
The information in this thesis was mainly gathered through a series of individual interviews 

with people engaged in Swedish environmental work through different professions and at 

different societal levels. “Swedish environmental work”, in this context, is loosely defined as 

activities that take place in Sweden and that explicitly focus on counteracting humans’ 

negative impacts on the natural environment. The purpose of the interviews was to create an 

overview of some different perspectives on fair global biocapacity distribution, and on 

potential challenges to and possibilities for implementing such a distribution in Swedish 

environmental policy. Furthermore, a literature review served to investigate if there are any 

mentions in the scientific literature of existing or planned environmental policies which take 

into consideration the fairness of global biocapacity distribution. 

3.1 Literature Review 
The databases used for conducting the literature review were the following, listed in 

alphabetical order: 

Google Scholar, KTHB Primo, LIBRIS, ScienceDirect, Scopus, and Web of Science. 

The main internet search engine used for the study was DuckDuckGo, with some 

complementary use of Google. Some examples of the combinations of search words used in 

the search engines and databases include:  

“Biocapacity policy”, “land-use policy”, “ecosystem services equity”, “biocapacity justice”, 

“biocapacity fairness”, “justice policy”, “justice resource distribution”, “fairness policy”, 

“justice ecosystem services”, “carrying capacity justice policy”, and “land-use justice”. 

It should be noted that this literature review does not capture the full range of available 

literature on fairness of biocapacity distribution in relation to environmental policy. This is 

mainly due to the usage of English-language search words, and due to the literature review 

having been conducted primarily through searches in scientific databases, as per the 

delimitations set up by the thesis’ second research question (see sections 1.2 and 1.3). Since 

policy documents customarily are not made available through scientific databases, nor are 

readily presented in the results of internet search engines, and since it seems reasonable to 

assume that English-language translations are not made of all existing policies, some literature 

that could be pertinent to this study might fall outside of the scope of this literature review. 

For this reason, there is a limit to the certainty with which this study can draw conclusions 

about the extent of environmental policies that explicitly take into account fairness of global 

biocapacity distribution. Instead, the study can draw more definite conclusions about the 

extent to which considerations for fairness in relation to environmental policies are mentioned 

in the English-language scientific literature. 

3.2 Interviews 
In order to obtain a relatively diverse range of perspectives on fairness in connection to 

Swedish environmental work, a review of government bodies at different levels of society, in 
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addition to environmentally engaged non-governmental organizations, was conducted. 

Relevant interview subjects were then selected based on their professional position being 

related to environmental work; on their role within their organization offering a somewhat 

holistic view of its activities; and on their knowledge of, and interest in, the examined 

research questions. Special consideration was given to organizations and individuals who 

work with the Swedish National Environmental Quality Objectives or the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals, due to the perceived relevance of such goals to policy work 

and, more specifically, to connecting Swedish environmental policy to global environmental 

work. 

The interview subjects are listed below, along with brief background profiles. 

3.2.1 Interview Subjects 

Ahrne Christiansson  

Environmental strategist at Burlöv municipality 

Susanne Dahlberg 

Environmental strategist at Skåne county administrative board 

Thomas Hahn 

Assistant professor at the Stockholm Resilience Centre, specialized in agricultural, 

environmental, ecological, and institutional economics 

Åsa Persson 

Senior research fellow at the Stockholm Environment Institute, specialized in environmental 

governance and policies, climate change adaptation and the Sustainable Development Goals 

Andrea Söderblom-Tay 

Public debater and chairperson for the Stockholm branch of Friends of the Earth Sweden 

Maria Wetterstrand 

Independent public debater and commentator; chairperson of the Environmental Objectives 

Council; former spokesperson for the Swedish Green Party (2002-2011) 

Hans Wrådhe 

Administrator at the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, working with the Swedish 

Environmental Code and the Swedish Environmental Objectives 

3.2.2 Interview Procedure 

The interviews were carried out individually, and all were conducted in-person apart from 

two, which were conducted via telephone, due to the interviewees’ place of work being at 

logistically impractical distances from Stockholm. Each interview was, after having been 

granted permission, recorded using a smartphone with recording software, and was scheduled 

for approximately one hour. The interviews were not transcribed in their entirety, but written 

notes were taken during the course of the interview. 
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As for the interview procedure, it took the form of a semi-structured interview, as defined by 

Kvale (1997), where an interview guide with some broad questions served as a basic template 

for each interview. The purpose of the interview guide was to initiate a discussion, or – if 

needed – redirect the interview subjects’ discussions back to relevant topics. The aim was for 

each interview to take the form of a somewhat open discussion, where the interview subject 

was given room for contemplation and speculation. For that reason, each interview began with 

a brief introduction of the context of the interview, in the form of a general description of the 

Beyond GDP-growth project and this thesis. Thereafter, the interviewees were asked if they 

were familiar with the term “biocapacity”, and were then provided with a brief explanation of 

how the term is defined in this thesis (see the working definition in the Background section). 

As a first step in the interview process, the interview subjects were asked if they had any 

general reflections on fairness and biocapacity. After this the interview guide was used, with 

the addition of questions formulated ad hoc in order to further the discussion. The standard 

questions included in the interview guide were: 

 What does fairness mean to you? Between which parties should fairness apply? 

o Can fairness also include other species than human beings? If so, how? 

 What could a fair distribution of global biocapacity mean? What could it mean for 

Sweden? And globally? 

 What is the current situation in Swedish environmental policy as regards the fair 

distribution of biocapacity? 

 Do you see any challenges to, or possibilities for, the implementation of such a 

distribution in Swedish environmental policy? 

The order in which the questions were asked varied, and some questions were sometimes 

omitted if the interview subject exhaustively discussed the matter without the need for 

prompting. The most salient example of this is the question regarding fairness and non-

humans. This question was asked, if there was sufficient time, once the interviewees had 

presented their own conceptions of fairness. Finally, when the interview subject’s thoughts on 

matters pertaining to the thesis’ research questions were perceived to be exhausted, they were 

given the opportunity to ask questions or express any thus-far unexplored thoughts that they 

might have had. Following this, the interview was ended. Lastly, when the interviews had 

been compiled, all interview subjects were given a chance to make comments and suggestions 

for revisions, in order to ensure that the results were representative of their thoughts and 

opinions. The resulting material was then analyzed, as per the description in the following 

section. 

3.2.3 Interview Processing 

Once the hour-long interviews had been recorded, they were processed by way of the 

sequential use of some of Kvale’s (1997) methods for qualitative interview processing. 



 

18 

 

Firstly, the essential elements of the interviewees’ statements were compiled. This meant that, 

keeping in mind the research questions of the thesis, the recorded material and notes of each 

interview were reviewed, and concise sentences summarizing the relevant parts of the 

interviewees’ statements were written down. This yielded written accounts of each interview, 

which were then grouped into categories, based on the topics being discussed (see Table 1). 

These categories were then given brief and descriptive names, in order to produce a relatively 

comprehensible overview of the interviews (again, see Table 1). Finally, the categorized 

material was shaped into a running text using Kvale’s (1997) “narrative structuring” method, 

which serves to streamline multiple, fragmented narratives into a single, coherent structure, in 

order to improve the text’s readability and to facilitate further analysis and interpretation. This 

“narrative structure” is presented after Table 1. 

In addition to this, some aspects of the interviewees’ statements were analyzed using Kvale’s 

(1997) “interpretation of meaning” method. This entailed a recontextualization of the 

interview material, in this case in the context provided by the Framework for Ethical Analysis 

presented in the Background section. That is to say, the interviewees’ different statements and 

reflections were reviewed and compared to the different value systems and conceptions of 

fairness presented in the Framework, and conclusions regarding any potential adherence or 

relation to a particular system of values or conception of fairness were subsequently drawn 

from this comparison. The results of the analysis is presented after the Results section. 

It is important to note that the statements of the interviewees reflect their personal opinions 

and should not be interpreted as reflections of the opinions of the respective organizations 

with which they may be associated. Furthermore, the interview subjects’ statements should 

not be regarded as representative of the different fields of Swedish environmental work within 

which they are active, such “fields” being e.g. general Swedish municipal environmental 

work, national government agencies’ environmental work, environmental research etc.. 

Consequently, the interviewees’ statements on the potential for the implementation of a fair 

distribution of global biocapacity in Swedish environmental policy – as well as on what such 

a “fair” distribution could look like – should be regarded as their personal opinions, and as 

reflections that stem from the interviewees’ own perceptions of the current situation in 

Swedish environmental work and policy. 
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4 Results 
It became evident that some interview subjects were acquainted with the term “biocapacity”, 

and that some were wholly unfamiliar with it. Christiansson and Hahn, for instance, were 

unfamiliar with the term, whereas Dahlberg, Persson, Söderblom-Tay, and Wrådhe 

recognized it, and Wetterstrand was somewhat familiar with it, due to previous academic 

studies. However, all interviewees requested the definition of the term to be specified and 

explained. As is made clear in the following sections, the interviewees often used terms that 

are related, but different, such as “natural resources”, in addition to biocapacity. Furthermore, 

they used different terms at different parts of their respective interviews. A common 

observation by the interviewees was that the concept of biocapacity in relation to fairness is a 

difficult one to grasp, and that it, for them, was a largely unexplored topic. On a related 

matter, this thesis’ literature review,found no relevant, explicit mention in the scientific 

literature of considerations for fairness of global biocapacity distribution having been 

implemented – or being considered for implementation – in environmental policy. Instead, the 

searches yielded, for the most part, different applications of the Ecological Footprint, such as 

the one by Bagliani et al. (2008). 

The following sections are arranged as presented in Table 1, first detailing the interviewees’ 

notions of fairness related to biocapacity distribution, followed by the challenges and 

possibilities that they identified for the implementation of such a distribution in Swedish 

environmental policy. The table further provides keywords that highlight the most salient 

parts of the interviews. 
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Table 1: Overview of interview findings, arranged into categories 

Main category Sub-category Topics 

Fairness of global 

biocapacity distribution 

The central issue of 

fairness 

 Goods and services, resources, 

biocapacity 

 Income 

 Welfare 

 Personal liberty 

The parties which 

fairness should concern 

 Humans; intergenerational, 

intragenerational 

 Ecosystems and species 

What form a fair 

distribution should take 

 National self-sufficiency 

 Food sovereignty 

 Higher incomes 

Challenges to policy 

implementation 

Political challenges 

 Economic growth 

 Lack of 

o Discourse 

o Ambition 

o Courage 

o Public support 

o Transparency & free 

press 

 Distrust 

 Nationalism 

 Colonialism 

Administrative 

challenges 
 Democratic approach 

Possibilities for policy 

implementation 

Possibilities through 

influence 

 Lead by example 

 Capacity and competence 

development 

Possibilities through 

normative vision & 

guidance 

 Numbers as guidance 

 Long-term objectives 

 Global norms of fairness 

Possibilities through 

regulatory measures 

 Public procurement 

 Command and control/ Regulation 

of business 
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4.1 Fairness and Global Biocapacity  
The first part of each separate interview was dedicated to letting the interview subjects reflect 

freely on their own conceptions of fairness in relation to global biocapacity. A common theme 

brought up by all interview subjects, was that of the unfairness of “overconsumption” of 

natural resources – the high average consumption rate of Swedes was regarded as unfair since 

planetary boundaries restrict the total use of global biocapacity. 

4.1.1 General Thoughts on Fairness 

When Hahn discussed fairness, he proclaimed the fundamental issue to be that of income. 

Detailing the market economy’s foundational principle, he said that it distributes resources to 

where they do “the most good”. The problem, he believes, lies in the economic principle that 

equates “good” with a certain willingness to pay, which depends on one’s ability to pay. This 

means, he said, that the voice of a rich person outweighs the voice of a poor person. 

Therefore, Hahn objects not to how the market functions, but to the distribution of income, 

which then affects the distribution of global land resources. 

Christiansson discussed the topic of distributional fairness similarly, albeit in slightly different 

terms. He spoke of the importance of a pragmatic approach, where the goal should be for all 

people to be able to lead a “dignified life”. Referring to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

(Boeree, 1998), Christiansson said that the initial focus should be for people’s basic needs to 

be met, and to then move on to “higher” needs. Among other things, this would involve fairer 

incomes, and this would then lead to a fairer distribution of goods and services derived from 

land, whatever form that distribution might take. 

Historical aspects of fairness as regards the use of global biocapacity was touched upon 

byHahn, Persson, Söderblom-Tay, and Wetterstrand, where the common theme of colonialism 

acted upon other parts of the world by the “West” could be discerned. Söderblom-Tay spoke 

of modern-day international trade having colonial structures as an underlying source of 

unfairness in the distribution of global land, mentioning “land grabbing” as one of its 

symptoms. Similarly, Hahn said that land grabbing by Swedish municipalities and 

governments displays “grossly colonial patterns”. 

Reflecting in terms of natural resource-use, Wetterstrand presented some contrasting views 

with regards to historical distribution and fairness, by drawing a parallel to the differences 

between countries in emissions of greenhouse gases. On the one hand, a “developed” country 

may claim a right to continue its high consumption of natural resources for some time into the 

future, claiming that having constructed its society around that consumption rate has caused a 

type of inertia that makes a change more difficult than for a country that can choose to 

construct its society differently. Conversely, she argues, a historically less resource-intense 

country might claim the right to a higher resource-use some time into the future, invoking 

“fairness” in terms of an equal resource-use in the long-term. 

While calling the relevance of historical aspects such as these “difficult to refute”, Persson 

also spoke of a paradigm shift taking place in terms of the international discourse on these 
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matters. Drawing a parallel to climate politics, she said that the G77 countries are 

diversifying, and that some countries are wanting for a more forward-looking approach to 

combating climate change, changing the discourse from one of “burden-sharing” to a more 

optimistic “benefit maximization”. She believes that these might be signs of a changing view 

of fairness when it comes to the world’s natural resources as well. 

4.1.2 Equal Distribution of Global Biocapacity 

After having discussed their own concepts of fairness, the interview subjects discussed the 

approach to distribution used by the Beyond GDP-growth project, which entails an equal 

distribution of global land over the world’s population. Persson regarded an equal distribution 

of land as static, impractical, and therefore possibly irrelevant when discussing fairness, 

raising the question of whether a fair distribution of natural resources or of actual land is the 

desirable goal. Wetterstrand expressed a similar sentiment, and the reasons given for this 

stance included regional differences in productivity as well as differing management practices 

and techniques. Hahn rejected the approach, calling it “contrived” due to its questionable real-

life applicability. Additionally, possibly indivisible aspects of land use, such as personal 

attachment to a plot of land, or other aspects such as access to green spaces, further 

complicate the matter, according to Persson. Instead, she proposed a shift of focus from the 

actual land to the goods and services that it produces, a sentiment that was echoed by 

Christiansson. 

On the other hand, several interviewees pointed to the approach’s merits as a guiding light by 

which to navigate in national as well as international policy discussions. Christiansson, 

Persson, Söderblom-Tay, and Wrådhe all mentioned its usefulness in illuminating current 

injustices, where the latter also pointed to its usefulness in civil society-campaign work such 

as activism. Dahlberg also pointed to the approach’s merits, but considered an average 

number of global hectares to be an unclear way of communicating the issue to the public. She 

reasoned that speaking in terms of land and hectares would lead people’s thoughts strictly 

towards food production or the size of one’s backyard etc., thus giving an incomplete and 

flawed picture of the subject being discussed. Instead, she suggested the use of the rhetorical 

device of showing “how many Planet Earths” that would be required to sustain the global 

population living with the same Ecological Footprint as the average Swede. 

Wrådhe reasoned that an average number of global hectares can be useful as a baseline, but 

that a completely equal distribution may not be fair, due to different people’s different needs. 

Some examples of factors that he thought might deserve consideration were the geographical 

location of one’s home giving rise to different needs for heating, or some people having 

certain medical conditions which might give rise to special needs. He also stressed the 

importance of not focusing solely on each country as a whole, but to examine each country’s 

different socioeconomic groups and the differences in wellbeing between them. Additionally, 

Persson cautioned against taking the use of quantified divisions such as this any further, to 

avoid unintentionally implying the suggestion of population control measures, which would 

be a path of high resistance on a political level. 
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4.1.3 Other Perspectives on Fairness 

A different perspective was brought forth by Hahn, who, as mentioned, instead traced the 

issue of unfair biocapacity distribution to income. When specifying, he spoke in terms of the 

distribution of goods being unfair due to income disparities, since low-income earners in low-

income countries have a diminished ability to compete for their own countries’ goods on 

national and world markets. Outlining his notion of a fair distribution, he proposed a more 

competitive basic income in conjunction with the idea of food sovereignty, proclaiming that 

“with a good legal framework and fair income distribution, the trade would be ‘free’ in its 

truest sense”. He contrasted this to regulations of free trade agreements such as the 

Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) and the Transatlantic Trade and 

Investment Partnership (TTIP), which promote irresponsible global capitalism, the 

externalizing of environmental costs, and exacerbating income disparities. Hahn believes that 

trade regulations adapted to a sustainable development agenda would ensure that people’s 

needs for food are met, while simultaneously enabling trade through diversified agriculture, 

where farmers can grow crops for their own use as well as for export. 

Similarly, Wetterstrand spoke of fairness as being when everyone can lead a good life, despite 

differences in income. Elaborating further, she established her idea of the foundation of 

fairness as everyone’s right to freely lead the life of their choice, free of too much control or 

influence by the government or large corporations, but within the boundaries of the planet and 

without infringing upon the same rights of others.  Thus, in her view, a fair distribution of 

biocapacity results not only from ascertaining that everyone has a reasonable income, but also 

from taking into consideration the background factors that shape the life of an individual and 

the range of choices made available to them. As examples of such factors, she spoke of one’s 

parents’ religious and educational background. 

Söderblom-Tay said that an equal per capita-distribution of global land would be fairer than 

the current distribution, and that moral improvements, albeit not perfect, are worthwhile to 

pursue. She was, however, largely an advocate of a movement towards increased national 

self-sufficiency, calling it a more realistic and still fair goal. She mentioned concerns for 

national security as well as general food security as possible contributing factors if such a 

movement were to take place, while also acknowledging that many countries have 

populations that, through international trade, may have outgrown their domestic biocapacities. 

Conversely, Wetterstrand briefly noted that she believes that international trade is necessary 

to ensure global security, due to the dependency between countries that such a trade brings. 

4.1.4 Fairness and Non-Humans 

When asked about whether or not a fair biocapacity distribution should take into account non-

human actors, the answers were general in nature, and similar to the one given by Wrådhe. He 

said that focusing on individuals should be of less importance, but that the continued 

functioning of natural ecosystems as a whole should be of the highest priority. In his opinion, 

the primary reason for this should be the wellbeing of humans, but he also stressed the 

importance of keeping in mind the wellbeing of domesticated animals such as cattle. 
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Christiansson, without elaborating further, spoke in similar terms, stating that animals have 

the right to a “decent life”.  

Söderblom-Tay also adhered to the general belief that the integrity of natural systems, as 

opposed to the wellbeing of individuals, is of the highest importance when discussing 

biocapacity distribution. In her opinion, however, natural ecosystems have a right to existence 

that is independent of what use they are to human beings. She also stated that species 

conservation as well as refraining from “unnecessarily killing anything that is alive” is 

important, while acknowledging that what is “necessary” can be a difficult matter to resolve 

on a practical, case-by-case level. Additionally, she noted that a broad-enough, long-term 

perspective of distributional fairness effectively reconciles the perspectives of intrinsic natural 

value with nature’s value to human beings, since human beings depend on natural systems for 

their own wellbeing. Furthermore, she said that erring on the side of caution would mean that 

species as well as ecosystems should be preserved. 

Wetterstrand also believed that consideration should be taken of natural systems, not 

individuals, adding that human beings, in her opinion, do not have the right to cause the 

extinction of another species. Additionally, she stressed the importance of not merely 

preserving species, but also preserving the biodiversity and the state of the natural 

environments that harbor these species. Like Söderblom-Tay, she noted that this also lies in 

the best interest of human beings, since these natural environments are beneficial to humans 

as well. 

Hahn, while not asked explicitly due to a lack of time during the interview, expressed the 

sentiment that the interests of human beings generally should outweigh the interest of non-

human animals. This was made especially evident when he spoke of the extensive land 

needed for feeding livestock. He did, however, endorse allowing animals to lead lives in 

accordance with their natural needs, within the confines of human society. Trade regulations 

are important to protect animal welfare, Hahn believes. He noted that Sweden today has 

stronger regulations, forcing Swedish farmers to respect animal welfare. Because these rules 

make animal products more expensive, imports to Sweden have increased dramatically during 

the last decades, he added. To avoid protectionism, Hahn suggested that Swedish importers 

could require the same animal welfare standards on all imports. Foreign farmers would then 

be free to adopt Swedish standards if they want to export to Sweden. The question regarding 

fairness and non-human animals was, also due to a lack of time, not raised in the interviews 

with Dahlberg and D. 

4.2 Challenges to Policy Implementation 
The challenges identified by the interview subjects were grouped into two sub-categories: 

Political and administrative challenges. However, their reflections often deviated from the 

matter of a fair biocapacity distribution, explicitly, and instead turned to, for instance, that of 

consumption. When asked about their thoughts on challenges for the implementation of a fair 

biocapacity distribution in Swedish environmental policy, all interview subjects readily 

framed their reflections in terms of consumption, and referred to the high rate of natural 
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resource consumption of Swedes. Their reasoning behind connecting consumption to global 

biocapacity was usually not expounded. Rather, the two were said to be “different, but 

related”, or the fact that high consumption rates reasonably lead to extensive natural resource 

use was given as an explanation for discussing consumption. 

4.2.1 Political Challenges 

Again, most of the interviewees’ discussions were centered on matters of consumption, and 

the political challenges that need to be overcome in order to implement changes in Swedish 

environmental policy to lower Swedish consumption. Examples of such political challenges 

brought up are the contentiousness of consumption in public discourse; changing the strived-

for ideal of a “consumerist lifestyle”; and gaining public support for consumption-lowering 

policies. However, in addition to this, there were some conceptions of political challenges that 

were related more directly to global biocapacity distribution and fairness. 

One such challenge was that there seems to be an overall lack of a relevant public discourse 

on the matter of a fair distribution of global biocapacity. Christiansson, for instance, did not 

only feel that a fair distribution of land is not being discussed on the municipal level, but that 

land use is not discussed at all, and Dahlberg had similar reflections. Christiansson found the 

lack of discourse on Swedes’ disproportionate claim on global land and its resources, as well 

as how fair that claim is, to be problematic, and the lack of social and environmental ambition 

to be unfortunate. Wetterstrand and Wrådhe had similar reflections, and furthermore 

highlighted this lack of discourse among national government agencies.  

According to Wrådhe, the absence of a relevant public discourse is caused by a lack of 

courage on the part of government agencies and politicians, and is one of the biggest 

challenges to integrating fairness into Swedish environmental policy. The lack of courage, 

Wrådhe theorized, stems from the contentious nature of subjects such as economic growth 

and meat consumption, which are closely related to large claims on global biocapacity; in fear 

of losing the support of their voters, politicians do not dare to speak out on these subjects. A 

related challenge is, therefore, to generate better public understanding of these subjects, in 

order to facilitate the development of a political debate, which, through increased public 

support, could lead to the implementation of distributional fairness in environmental policy. 

When Söderblom-Tay spoke of the contentiousness of the subject of economic growth and 

consumption, she called it an ideological issue, believing that a large part of the general public 

is opposed to criticism of economic growth not for the sake of economic growth itself, but 

rather because of the notion of a certain quality of life that is associated with it. 

Wetterstrand, on the other hand, pointed the main attention towards actors outside of the 

political system, saying that any perceived lack of courage on the part of politicians is merely 

a symptom of the low level of public support for the subjects at hand. So, the true challenge, 

in her opinion, is to increase public knowledge of these subjects. She then went on to identify 

the fragmented public debate as the main obstacle for doing so. Clarifying, she claimed that 

the public debate suffers from a lack of participation by specialists on these topics, something 

which politicians cannot reasonably be expected to be, but that researchers and actors in the 
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scientific community can. Wetterstrand believes that people from the scientific community – 

especially within the natural sciences – must defy the perception that they cannot participate 

in political debates and sometimes profess certain political leanings without losing their 

credibility. To further facilitate the adaption of research for policy implementation, she 

suggested that long-term research projects would benefit from the addition of political or 

behavioral scientists. She also suggested that goal-oriented think-tanks be created, with a 

diversity of scientists involved, including those with expertise in public relations, mentioning 

the Helsinki-based think-tank Demos Helsinki (n.d.) as an example. 

Hahn identified another challenge that relates to the public discourse and the public’s 

understanding of the distribution of global resources. He said that, due to a lack of 

transparency as well as a lack of free press and sufficiently diligent journalism in some parts 

of the world, the Swedish public is not aware of the unfairness of the global trade of natural 

resources. Hahn believes that if the public were to be made more aware of the way major 

economic powers such as governments and corporations influence political decisions, and in 

doing so, global trade patterns and resource distribution, there would be an increased pressure 

from the public upon politicians to bring about fairness in the use of global resources. Hahn 

said that certain “free” trade agreements are an example of economic powers influencing 

policy, to great detrimental effects for such a fairness. 

When reflecting on a notion of fairness such as Söderblom-Tay’s, involving a world of self-

sufficient states, Persson observed that this trend towards national self-sufficiency already can 

be seen today, in some respects, and cautioned that such a thing could in fact pose a challenge 

to a fair distribution of natural resources. She mentioned some consumption-related indicators 

for this trend, such as increased public interest in self-sufficiency and in locally produced 

goods like food, specifically highlighting the government-initiated development of a new 

national food strategy (Swedish Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation, 2015). She also 

mentioned explicitly “negative” drivers, such as increased nationalistic sentiment and distrust 

between countries and population groups. These negative drivers are forces that she believes 

could obstruct progress towards fairness of resource use on a global level.  

Both Dahlberg and Persson,  emphasized the importance of specificity and a concrete rhetoric 

when communicating to the public, where Persson suggested the use of terms such as “carbon 

sinks” and “green recreational spaces” in lieu of just “land” or “biocapacity”. Wrådhe, when 

speaking about the challenge of making policies for a fair distribution of global biocapacity 

gain the support of the Swedish public, also pointed to the helpfulness of emphasizing the 

aspect of fairness when communicating with the public. However, he believes that the 

globally unfair distribution of biocapacity is more manifest to people when presented in terms 

of units of land rather than, for instance, in terms of greenhouse gas emissions or some unit 

for resource consumption. 

Connecting to his earlier thoughts on distributional fairness through higher income, Hahn 

readily spoke in terms of consumption, and his thoughts on challenges for policy 

implementation had two levels. As previously stated, he believes in a higher income for the 
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poorest in low-income countries, so as to allow them to demand products such as food for 

themselves. This, he said, is on one level the responsibility of each country’s government. 

However, he also pointed to the power structures in modern-day trade relations, where 

historically colonial powers such as the United States and many European countries have 

significant influence over low-income countries, and cause them to favor exporting their 

products over providing for their own populations. Hahn said that, on the other level, 

amending this is the responsibility of these powers. The challenge, then, is a political one, and 

needs to be approached on two levels simultaneously.  

4.2.2 Administrative Challenges 

The challenge identified by several interviewees that was administrative in nature relates to 

the dichotomy of a top-down versus a bottom-up approach to implementing a fair biocapacity 

distribution in Swedish policy. Persson reflected on the risks of making too blunt a use of the 

former – for instance by implementing quantitative land division in Swedish policy –, and 

mentioned the research of John Schellnhuber of the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact 

Research as an example of this. According to Persson, these types of ideas are often perceived 

as “undemocratic” and “authoritarian”. Instead, she stressed the importance of taking a more 

inclusive and democratic approach to determining what a fair biocapacity distribution might 

be, and how such concerns could be transferred to Swedish policy. Wetterstrand had similar 

views on the matter, also cautioning against the political use of quantified limitations, saying 

that it would create an unhappy and “fascist” society. 

4.3 Possibilities for Policy Implementation 
When considering possibilities for implementing a fair biocapacity distribution in Swedish 

environmental policy, the thoughts of the interview subjects mostly took the form of 

reflections on different ways to implement general environmental policy change. The 

suggestions that treated the matter of a fair biocapacity distribution in Swedish environmental 

policy more directly, have been grouped into the sub-categories influence, normative vision 

and guidance, and regulatory measures, and are presented below. 

4.3.1 Possibilities Through Influence 

In the discussions belonging to this sub-category, the interview subjects mainly spoke about 

lobbying towards the national government that can be undertaken by different governmental 

and non-governmental actors to influence general environmental policy. There were also 

some reflections regarding Sweden’s role in inspiring international environmental work, 

through leading by example, but also through more direct influence in international 

development work. Hahn and Wrådhe, however, had some suggestions that more directly 

related to fairness of biocapacity distribution. 

Hahn briefly connected his idea of fairness through income with Sweden’s possible role as a 

model for other countries, by saying that Sweden’s labor union negotiations for minimum 

salaries could inspire similar movements in other countries. He added that free trade requires 
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freedom for labor unions to negotiate salaries and working conditions as well as seek global 

support, again showing the importance of transparency. 

Wrådhe mentioned that the Swedish EPA has an ongoing project where it is guiding other 

government agencies to develop a capacity for including gender equality in the analysis of 

instruments and measures. He believes that one could possibly integrate considerations for 

fairness of biocapacity distribution there. 

Similarly, when speaking about international aid, he mentioned that the Swedish EPA works 

with the implementation of considerations for equality in their international cooperation work. 

He believes that there could be a great opportunity to implement considerations for a fair 

distribution of biocapacity as well. 

4.3.2 Possibilities Through Normative Vision & Guidance 

Many of the interview subjects talked about the importance of having long-term goals and 

visions that, on a national level, can guide a country in its environmental work, and on a 

global level can guide the co-operative efforts of several countries. The main topic of 

discussion brought up by most of the interviewees regarding this was the United Nation’s 

Sustainable Development Goals (“SDGs”). The discussions stayed on a general level and 

mostly did not mention fairness or biocapacity. 

In addition to their role as guidance for environmental work worldwide, Hahn spoke of the 

SDGs as evidence for the existence of a sense of a global norm of what constitutes “fairness”. 

In support of the idea of a global normative fairness, in conjunction with his idea of income 

disparities being the cause of unfair distribution of resources, he mentioned that the World 

Economic Forum proclaimed income disparities to be the greatest risk faced by the world 

today. Persson also spoke of the seeming existence of a normative fairness, by discussing the 

negotiations leading up to the establishment of the SDGs. He said that, even though research 

such as that of a quantified equal distribution of biocapacity is not directly applied to the 

negotiations, it may still inform them through different countries invoking different research 

to support their claims. Ultimately, despite some countries being more ambitious and some 

countries less so, there seems to be some form of conformity to a norm of fairness, and the 

negotiations tend to be lead to a conclusion that is relatively close to the research that was 

invoked. Wetterstrand, drawing a parallel to the climate, perceives a certain global normative 

fairness that is inclined towards the equal distribution of carbon credits, and believes that the 

same is true for land use.  

4.3.3 Possibilities Through Regulatory Measures 

This grouping of topics discussed by the interview subjects were all related to regulatory 

measures of different kinds, including legal and economic instruments. When asked about 

ways of achieving a fairer biocapacity distribution, the main suggestions were centered on 

public procurement and economic instruments such as taxes. Though some did, most of these 

discussions did not explicitly treat the fairness of biocapacity distribution. 
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Christiansson, for instance, said that the consumption by public operations such as schools 

and elderly care has the greatest impact on global land, from the perspective of municipalities. 

Regarding land, he said that an important action that needs to be taken is to increase resource 

efficiency, but also to ensure adequate pay for producers of agricultural and other goods from 

land. Christiansson acknowledged, however, that the European Union’s trade agreements has 

significant effect on Swedish trade, but he said that the public procurement can still be 

regulated within the confines of these trade agreements. 

Hahn mentioned the importance of a transparent public procurement process, among other 

things due to its ability to utilize its sheer volume to build a momentum to counter what he 

called “business as usual”. He, like Christiansson, stressed that a decent income should be 

ensured for all producers, and his suggestion for ways of doing this was by integrating the 

SDGs into public procurement, and through these, work for international standards of 

corporate conduct. This, he believes, is the best way to ensure a fair distribution of land use. 

Additionally, he mentioned the importance of transitioning to the procurement of organic and 

fair trade-certified products.  

Both Hahn and Söderblom-Tay brought up land grabbing when discussing regulatory 

measures, and were of the opinion that the involvement of governments or other parts of the 

public sector in such activities should be strictly forbidden. Söderblom-Tay proposed the 

establishment of a regulatory framework for, among other things, biofuels, which should 

detail a manner of certification and what is allowed to be used as biofuel, in order to avoid 

land grabbing of agricultural land for the production of biofuels. Having spoken about 

corporations engaging in land grabbing activities, she was asked about what work could be 

done in relation to the private sector to achieve a fair distribution of land. Her notion was that 

one could approach the work judicially, drawing a parallel to the Treaty Alliance’s (n.d.) 

advocacy for the establishment of a legally binding instrument with which transnational 

corporations can be persecuted for human rights breaches. She then spoke about the free trade 

agreements TTIP and CETA as evidence of a movement in the opposite direction, where 

corporations are granted greater power and can undermine democratic principles, instead of 

being more heavily regulated, as she believes that they should be. 
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5 Analysis 
With the Framework for Ethical Analysis presented in the Background section as a 

foundation, the following will be an ethics-based analysis of the statements of the 

interviewees, which will serve to further the understanding of their conceptions of fairness. 

However, recalling the note made at the end of section 3.2.3, it is important to keep in mind 

when reviewing this analysis that the analyzed statements reflect the personal opinions of the 

interviewees, and should not be construed as general stances of any organization or general 

field of work that the interviewees might be associated with. 

The general discourse of the interviews demonstrates, to a great extent, anthropocentric 

values. The interview subjects’ conceptions of what constitutes a fair distribution of global 

biocapacity, including which parties should be included in this distribution, were, on several 

accounts, reminiscent of an anthropocentric value system. However, Söderblom-Tay and 

Wetterstrand simultaneously held some systems-oriented views on value that are arguably 

reminiscent of ecocentrism. Before addressing this, the conceptions of fairness that more 

readily can be linked to anthropocentrism will be analyzed in the following section. 

5.1 Anthropocentrism and Environmental Justice 
As mentioned, all interview subjects had human beings at the center of their discussions on 

distributional fairness – from reflections on historical injustices, on fairness in relation to 

future generations, and on individual liberty, to the matter of a fair distribution between 

different societal groups. Wetterstrand, for instance, discussed fairness of biocapacity 

distribution in terms of each individual human being’s right to a free and good life, adding 

that this liberty should be restricted by the planetary boundaries. Notably, these boundaries – 

as defined by Steffen et al. (2015) – define a “safe operating space for humanity”, within 

which humanity freely can make use of the natural environment. Similarly, Christiansson 

considered a fair biocapacity distribution to be one where all people can lead a dignified life. 

Söderblom-Tay discussed the matter in terms of self-sufficient nations, and Wrådhe spoke of 

the importance of biodiversity and ecosystem conservation, for the sake of human well-being. 

As the most coherent conception of a fair distribution of global biocapacity articulated in the 

course of the interviews, Hahn’s conception can be linked to Sievers-Glotzbach’s (2013) 

conception of justice. Hahn believes that income disparities are at the root of the problem of 

unfair biocapacity distribution, where his reasoning is that higher incomes for the poorest will 

give them the ability to compete for, and claim, resources that they need. Therefore, if one is 

willing to accept the somewhat simplified argument that an income – e.g. through the act of 

purchasing – grants the right to access an ecosystem service, the parallel to Sievers-

Glotzbach’s (ibid.) principle of environmental justice is made quite clear, through the 

reexamination of Hahn’s standpoint with Sievers-Glotzbach’s (ibid.) terminology: Higher 

incomes granting the ability to compete for and claim resources can be likened to her rights of 

access; the “poorest” to her “least-advantaged members” of society; and the resources that 

they need to “vital ecosystem services”. 
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An underlying assumption in Hahn’s reasoning is that human beings – in the terms of Sievers-

Glotzbach (2013) – constitute the community of justice, so that biocapacity and non-human 

sentient beings can readily be used by human beings, albeit with some moral consideration 

taken to the treatment of non-humans. Lastly, he places an emphasis on the responsibility of 

governments to ensure a fair re-distribution of resources through better incomes – specifically 

governments with historically colonial behaviors, in conjunction with the governments of the 

lowest-income countries. This is, too, in accordance with Sievers-Glotzbach (ibid.), who 

argues that this responsibility of being claim addressees lies with major social institutions. 

It could be argued, then, that these interview subjects – as far as can be discerned from the 

application of the Framework for Ethical Analysis on the interviews – hold anthropocentric 

systems of value. In the following section, however, it will be shown that Söderblom-Tay and 

Wetterstrand might hold some values that do not strictly conform to an anthropocentric view 

of environmental ethics. 

5.2 Ecocentrism and the Land Ethic 
Söderblom-Tay and Wetterstrand, however, also had some reflections that do not fit well with 

an anthropocentric system of values, though, notably, no explicit mention of distributional 

fairness was made by either subject as regards non-human entities. For instance, Wetterstrand 

said that human beings lack the right to cause the extinction of other species. However, the 

same does not apply to individual members of these species, in her view. Furthermore, she 

spoke similarly of ecosystems and habitats as well, when saying that the natural environments 

that harbor different species should be preserved. Additionally, Söderblom-Tay said that 

natural ecosystems have a right to existence that is independent of their usefulness to human 

beings, and added that ecosystems and species should be preserved for the sake of caution. 

Furthermore she believes in refraining from the “unnecessary” killing of animals. 

Though not coherently expressed as an ecocentric system of values or theory, the application 

of the Framework for Ethical Analysis on Söderblom’s and Wetterstrand’s above-mentioned 

statements shows that these ethical views are reminiscent of ecocentrism in some respects. 

Most notably, Söderblom-Tay saying that natural ecosystems have a right to existence that is 

independent of their usefulness to human beings, and Wetterstrand saying that human beings 

lack the right to cause the extinction of other species and their environments, are reminiscent 

of the ecocentric prescription of intrinsic value to entities such as ecosystems and species. The 

crucial difference, however, is that this prescription does not explicitly occur. 

However, it is not known whether they consider an ecosystems’ value to be linked to some 

other entity, and therefore it cannot be assumed that the interviewees consider them to have 

intrinsic value. Furthermore, the reason for Wetterstrand to hold her view is not made clear, 

which means that it is not clear whether the preservation of non-human species is motivated 

by their potential benefit for human beings, or by some other reason, such as these species 

having intrinsic value. Rather, the unspecific nature of the interviewees’ statements might 

suggest that Söderblom-Tay and Wetterstrand have not deliberated on environmental ethics to 

the extent that they have arrived at a conclusive system of values to subscribe to. Instead, they 
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seem to have a notion that – in addition to human beings, which were at the center of the 

majority of their reflections – some non-human entities have more than instrumental value to 

human beings. 

When it comes to Aldo Leopold’s Land Ethic, not much more than fragments and abstractions 

– such as a general concern for the continued survival of different species – are directly 

applicable to their statements, which renders an attempt at a meaningful application of the 

Ethic moot in this context. 

5.3 Moral Pluralism and Environmental Pragmatism 
As has been presented above, only Söderblom-Tay and Wetterstrand – ostensibly – consider 

non-human entities to have more than instrumental values to human beings. The interviews do 

not serve to clarify exactly what type of value this could be, which means that neither 

anthropocentrism nor ecocentrism can describe their systems of value in a satisfactory way. 

Since which exact values that the interviewees hold is not made entirely clear, it cannot be 

concluded whether their conceptions of fairness can be said to resemble moral pluralism. This 

is because it is unknown whether their values conflict. One possible argument that might 

suggest that they hold morally pluralistic notions of fairness, however, is the one presented in 

the following paragraph, though it should be noted that the strength of the argument is 

contingent on an interpretation of a comment that is difficult to substantialize. 

Both interview subjects mention that ecosystem preservation, in addition to conserving 

ecosystems for their own right to existence, have an added benefit for human beings, due to 

humans being dependent on them for their well-being. If one were to interpret this comment 

as an acknowledgment of the fact that conflicting values – a concern for ecosystems 

independent of their usefulness to humans, and a concern for ecosystems because of their 

usefulness to humans – lead to the same, mutually beneficial outcome, it could be argued that 

their reasoning is characterized by environmental pragmatism. This is because it aims to 

achieve environmentally beneficial change where the action is agreed upon but the values 

motivating the action conflict. 
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6 Discussion 
In this section, a number of aspects of the thesis’ methodology, results and analysis will be 

discussed, in order to conclude what the current potential in Swedish environmental policy for 

the implementation of a fair distribution of global biocapacity is, as well as how well this 

thesis has served to fulfill its aim. 

6.1 Conceptions of Fairness 
Though the interviews mostly did not yield concrete conceptions of what a fair biocapacity 

distribution could look like – and consequently, of which specific challenges and possibilities 

there are for bringing about such a distribution through Swedish environmental policy –, some 

approaches to fairness were revealed. Christiansson’s and Wetterstrand’s conceptions are 

based on individual human beings’ freedom and well-being, as is Hahn’s, though by way of a 

viable income. According to Wetterstrand, the biocapacity distribution that would result from 

this liberty and well-being having been assured, would be a fair one. What such a distribution 

could look like was not elaborated upon, however, and is therefore open to debate, though it 

seems reasonable to assume that it would not be an equal one, since neither of the 

interviewees considered the equal distribution of the Beyond GDP-growth project’s goal to be 

practical. 

The successful application of Sievers-Glotzbach’s (2013) theory on Hahn’s conception of 

fairness seems to suggest that it might have some important – albeit theoretical – elements for 

achieving a fair distribution of global biocapacity, whose practical consequences for Swedish 

society are worthy of further investigation. On a somewhat general level, this thesis can 

provide some speculation into some possible societal consequences. For instance, Hahn’s 

thoughts on improving income levels place an emphasis on comprehensive revisions of 

Swedish trade practices, which would likely involve extensive diplomatic work with various 

low-income countries, in order to improve these countries’ low-income earners income levels. 

Perhaps forums for the establishment of norms of fairness such as the UN General Assembly 

and the 2030 Agenda, could house such diplomatic discussions. 

It follows from Hahn’s reasoning, that these increased income levels would allow these 

previously low-income earners to have rights of access to their own countries’ goods, which, 

through increased competition, would drive up the prices of many commodities – e.g. coffee, 

or cotton fabrics – that are imported from these countries and are today considered to be 

staple products in Sweden. This would entail a radical change in which products are being 

consumed domestically, and could possibly drive the development towards a circular 

economy – for instance through re-use and re-purposing of clothes –, or a sharing economy – 

for instance through increased sharing of more expensive products, instead of each household 

buying their own –, since this would be more economically feasible than the modern-day 

norm of discarding and purchasing new products at a high rate. Other possibly feasible 

economic structures could for instance be the one discussed by Söderblom-Tay, where 

countries might move towards increased use of domestically available resources for, among 

other things, the production and consumption of food and clothing materials. These changes 
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could come about from a bottoms-up direction, for instance from grassroots initiatives, or the 

necessary structures needed could be developed in a top-down direction, for example through 

the development of economic policies that facilitate re-use rather than discarding. Hahn’s 

emphasis on governments as claim addressees suggests that the latter might be the more 

viable option, in his opinion.  

Söderblom-Tay had a different approach to fairness with respect to biocapacity distribution, 

where she believes it to be if the nations of the world were self-sufficient in terms of their 

need for biocapacity. Considering this, in conjunction with, for instance the Global Footprint 

Network’s (2016) National Footprint Accounts, which mainly presents biocapacity and 

ecological footprint calculations by country, showing if and by how much they exceed their 

domestic biocapacities – though without any judgements as to the fairness of this distribution 

–, it seems that a country-based way of thinking about resource distribution is not uncommon. 

Albeit being radically different from the Beyond GDP-growth project’s approach to 

distribution of global land, a stance such as Söderblom-Tay’s also has – at least prima facie – 

the benefit of having a relatively concrete answer to the problem of distribution. But, it might, 

ethically speaking, be complicated by the interesting consequence that a country such as the 

Netherlands – which currently has a per capita-claim on biocapacity of almost five times their 

own domestic availability – would be allotted a much smaller amount of biocapacity per 

capita than a country such as Sweden, which has a relative abundance of domestic biocapacity 

(Global Footprint Network, 2016). Of course, population size is a relevant factor, which 

Söderblom-Tay acknowledges by saying that certain countries’ current populations might 

have outgrown the countries’ biocapacity supply. It seems to follow from this view, then, that 

a country like the Netherlands can either significantly decrease its population size and fairly 

enjoy a greater per capita claim of biocapacity, or acquiesce to its geographical lot and make 

due with a lower amount of available biocapacity per person. To further speculate about the 

fairness of such a distribution, it seems that for instance Rawls’ (1971) Veil of Ignorance most 

likely would not yield the conclusion that it is fair for the extent of one’s access to biocapacity 

to be determined by where one happens to hold a citizenship. 

6.1.1 The Ethical Analysis 

Evidently, some of the interview subjects had more concrete conceptions of what their 

approaches to fairness are in this matter, but the Framework for Ethical Analysis was unable 

to conclude which exact systems of value that constitute the foundations for these approaches. 

The need for such an analysis still seems motivated, however, by the fact that it did show that 

not all values held by some of the interviewees seem to be entirely anthropocentric. 

Furthermore, the analysis –  though it includes far from all existing value systems – did seem 

to suggest that at least some of the interviewees might not have coherent value systems in 

place, which is an important conclusion in itself. If people were to determine which systems 

of value that underlie their conceptions of fairness – that is to say why they believe that certain 

things are fair –, it can help them to understand each other’s different stances on fairness, 

which is arguably a necessity for having a meaningful discourse on fair environmental policy. 
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Additionally, the inclusion of ecocentrism and moral pluralism seems relevant despite the fact 

that most interviewees exhibited exclusively anthropocentric value systems, and this is 

because they are value systems that have introduced completely new ways to approach the 

field of environmental ethics (DesJardins, 2006; Afeissa, 2008) and, by extension, fairness as 

regards humanity’s relationship with the environment. Though it is difficult to conclusively 

infer any general ethical stances in Swedish environmental work from this thesis’ interviews, 

it does not seem entirely unreasonable to suggest that the general anthropocentrism exhibited 

throughout all the interviews might be prevalent in general Swedish environmental work as 

well. Furthermore, the fact that traces of alternative views on fairness surfaced – two 

interviewees having exhibited similar such views independently of each other – at least 

motivates further study into the nature and extent of such views in different fields of Swedish 

environmental work. It would seem, then, that environmental policy makers who do not take 

into consideration the possible existence of alternative views on fairness, would risk the 

exclusion of some opinions, and in so doing, possibly promote policies that are not considered 

sufficiently fair by all. Not only could this lead to such policies not receiving public support – 

which was highlighted in the interviews as a challenge for implementation –, but these 

policies could possibly fail in their purpose of actually achieving fairness, at least in the eyes 

of some. With the existence of varied conceptions of fairness, then, aiming to include many 

perspectives on fairness – which is arguably reminiscent of environmental pragmatism, if 

these perspectives were to entail conflicts of value – might be a way for policy makers to be 

inclusive when formulating policy suggestions, and thus increase their chances of gaining 

public support and promoting policies that are considered truly fair. 

6.2 The Usefulness of the Term Biocapacity  
The principal challenge identified by the interviewees when it comes to the implementation of 

a fair biocapacity distribution in Swedish environmental policy seems to be the lack of a 

relevant public discourse. To change this, there seems to be a need for political courage, 

bolstered by public support through a better public understanding of the current unfairness of 

global biocapacity distribution. Suggestions for achieving such support include an increased 

transparency of trade, but also through a more active participation in public discourse of 

actors – especially scientific experts – outside of the political system, in order to make the 

discourse less fragmented, and more relevant.  

Furthermore, it could be argued that there is a general lack of a relevant discourse in Swedish 

environmental work, as well. As stated in the Methods section, the interviewees do not 

represent their respective fields of environmental work. This means that a single interviewee 

claiming to be unfamiliar with any discourse on fairness of biocapacity distribution cannot 

reasonably be a sufficient verification of a general lack of a relevant discourse in that field. 

However, the fact that all interviewees, being active in a diverse range of fields of Swedish 

environmental work, are unfamiliar with such a discourse – some of them explicitly 

mentioning a lack of such a discourse in their respective fields of work –, provides a better 

basis for positing that Swedish environmental work in general, as well as the public discourse, 

indeed lacks a relevant discourse on fairness of global biocapacity distribution. 
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In light of this apparent lack of relevant discourses in the public sphere as well as in Swedish 

environmental work, and considering the results of the literature review, it seems pertinent to 

ask the question of whether the term “biocapacity” itself is actually useful when discussing a 

fair distribution of environmental goods and the implementation of such a distribution in 

Swedish environmental policy. 

For instance, when considering its definition detailed in section 2.1, it can be argued that the 

term aims to provide an encapsulation of at least much of the environmental goods that are of 

use to human beings on an annual basis, since it concretely outlines which such goods that are 

included in the its definition. Furthermore, since biocapacity is quantifiable – with the unit 

“global hectares” –, several aspects of terrestrial ecosystems’ ability to withstand the uses 

humans make of them could be conveyed to policy-makers in relatively simple, quantified 

terms. This could arguably be advantageous, since policy-makers most likely are not experts 

in environmental sciences, and would therefore be able to add quantitative data to their bases 

for decisions. However, when some of the interviewees directly discussed the usefulness of 

the term for communicating the issue of fairness of land use with the public, their opinions 

differed, where the division centered on how biocapacity is intuitively perceived – whether 

the term is concrete and easy to grasp, or if it, conversely, is too unspecific or misguiding. 

Furthermore, because all the interviews at some point diverged toward related, but different, 

topics – such as consumption –, biocapacity’s usefulness as a means to a focused discourse, 

specifically, seems worthy of investigation. That all interviewees readily made the connection 

between biocapacity and consumption could be attributed to – among other things – the 

interview subjects’ unfamiliarity with the term biocapacity, coupled with the relatively recent 

increase in public discourse on Swedes’ high consumption levels, the development of the 

Swedish Ministry of Finance’s (2016) national “Strategy for sustainable consumption” 

perhaps being the most salient example. Though the interview subjects do not represent their 

respective fields of work or Swedish environmental work in general, the fact that all of them 

readily had this perception is interesting, since it suggests how the term could be intuitively 

perceived by different actors within Swedish environmental work.  

The fact that the term is not well-known, in combination with the intuitive perception of the 

term discussed above, could suggest that it is not well-suited as a means to structure and focus 

the discourse – in the interviews, the discussions were not structured or focused by the term, 

but rather diverged in different directions. If one gives heed to its benefits as an arguably 

concrete and quantifiable term, however, it could also be posited that the term needs to be 

exposed more in the public discourse, in order for a proper understanding of it to be 

naturalized among actors engaged in the discourse. Furthermore, though not directly explored 

by this thesis, how the term is perceived by the general public – not being engaged in 

environmental work professionally –, could reasonably be helpful for determining the term’s 

usefulness for focusing a relevant discourse.  

Keeping in mind the Framework for Ethical Analysis, and the definition of the term 

biocapacity, the usefulness of the term in environmental policy discourse can be evaluated 
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from different ethical standpoints, as well. From an ecocentric standpoint, the term does not 

capture all the parts of the natural world that are of intrinsic value, since it by definition only 

takes into consideration the aspects of ecosystem bioproductivity that are valued by human 

beings. It can, however, still be a useful term when evaluating the extent to which human 

beings can make use of many aspects of the environment – e.g. forests, pastures etc. –, 

without jeopardizing ecosystem health. This is arguably of interest to an ecocentric, if for no 

other reason than to illuminate aspects that deserve special attention from environmental 

conservationists. Furthermore, an ecocentric might want to use the term when evaluating the 

extent of human use of ecosystem bioproductivity that would be considered fair from an 

ecocentric point of view. 

Conversely, from an anthropocentric perspective, the term seems more useful, since it 

captures – or at least attempts to – what parts of the natural world’s resources that humanity 

could potentially claim on an annual basis – ostensibly without compromising ecosystem 

“integrity and stability”, as Aldo Leopold might have put it, since the term only includes 

replenishable resources. Furthermore, it quantifies these resources into a single unit – global 

hectares – which could facilitate for discussions about distributive fairness amongst humans. 

When it comes to a morally pluralistic and environmentally pragmatic perspective, the term 

seems useful as a basis for discussion and negotiation between anthropocentric and ecocentric 

actors. This is because it captures many of the aspects of natural ecosystems that humans want 

to preserve for continued human well-being, and in so doing – since humanity has a 

tremendous impact on ecosystems – also captures the aspects that ecocentrics might be 

especially inclined to protect. An environmental pragmatic, it could be argued, might want to 

promote a compromise between these groups, to reach some form of agreement on ecosystem 

preservation that would be desirable for both, despite their differing reasons for wanting to 

preserve these ecosystems. All this seems to suggest that the term biocapacity can be useful as 

a point of focus when discussing distributional fairness, even when significantly different 

approaches to fairness are involved. 

So, the central issue of whether or not biocapacity as a term is useful in the discourse about 

the fair distribution of environmental goods, seems to be how it is intuitively perceived and 

understood. Considering the discussion above, it seems that, in order to conclusively 

determine the term’s usefulness in this context, further investigations on how it is perceived 

by actors in Swedish environmental work, as well as by the general public, could be helpful. 

Examining the debate on the term’s policy-relevance – which was briefly introduced at the 

end of the Background section – might be another useful part of such investigations. Its 

benefits for use in discourse  

6.3 Limitations of this Study 
It is important to note that the reflections of the interviewees that did not consider solely 

human-centered values of fairness, did not surface until prompted with the relevant question 

shown in the interview guide (see Methods section). This fact, in combination with the 

formulation of the question, could possibly have had a normative influence on the 
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interviewees, making them feel obliged to consider non-human entities in their reflections. 

Indeed, even when an interviewee displayed a decidedly anthropocentric view of fairness, 

they were often inclined to voice their opinion on the importance of, for instance, animal 

welfare, when asked the question. 

An additional factor that might have had an influence on the interview subjects is the 

description of the Beyond GDP-growth project and its approach to biocapacity distribution. It 

could be, that the mention of a certain approach to fairness at such an early stage in the 

interview, might have funneled the thoughts of the interviewees into thinking about 

biocapacity distribution and fairness in a similar way. The interviewees’ rejection of this 

approach, however, does speak to the contrary quite possibly being true, as well. In any case, 

it might have been ideal to conduct the interviews in a different way, perhaps by conducting 

the interview at first without the introduction of the Beyond GDP-growth project, and then 

returning to the same questions after such an introduction had been made. 

Regarding the Framework for Ethical Analysis, it is clear that it does not – and cannot 

reasonably be expected to –  comprehensively cover the wide range of systems of value for 

approaching fairness that exist in the environmental ethics literature. An attempt was 

nonetheless made to capture what some writers on the field (DesJardins, 2006; Salwén, 2008; 

Sarkar, 2008) put forward as salient examples of fundamental such approaches – namely 

anthropocentrism, ecocentrism, and moral pluralism. It can be questioned, however, whether 

the depth of these approaches as they are presented in the Framework, provides for an 

adequate analysis of the results of this thesis. Nevertheless, the discussion presented earlier in 

this section does seem to suggest that the analysis highlights some possible inconsistencies in 

existing conceptions of fairness, and therefore can, at the very least, warrant further 

investigation into if that is the case. 

Furthermore, the ethical theories presented in conjunction with each system of value, could be 

criticized for their specificity perhaps impeding a fruitful analysis of the results. It could be 

argued that, for instance, the capability approach – outlined in Robeyns (2016) – can be used 

to examine Wetterstrand’s thoughts on background factors of people’s lives influencing their 

prospects, or that a needs-based theory (Rubenstein, n.d.) can be used to examine Wrådhe’s 

mention of different persons’ different needs possibly rendering an equal distribution of 

biocapacity unfair. This is probably true, and such theories would undoubtedly be helpful, but 

since an ethical analysis was not the sole focus of this thesis, the motivations given in the 

Framework for Ethical Analysis for the choices of theories hopefully suffice to recommend 

that such further ethical analyses be delegated to future potential studies. 

Lastly, as described in sections 1.3 and 3.1, the scope of this thesis’ literature review is 

delimited to English-language scientific literature, so general conclusions are difficult to draw 

about the extent to which considerations for fairness of global biocapacity distribution have 

been implemented – or are considered for implementation – in environmental policy. 

Nonetheless, the combination of the interviewees’ unfamiliarity with discussing the fairness 

of global biocapacity distribution; their statements testifying to the lack of a public discourse 
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on the matter; as well as the results of the literature review, seems to suggest that there might 

be a general lack of study of fairness of global biocapacity distribution in relation to 

environmental policy. To posit such a thing conclusively, however, more comprehensive 

studies would be required. 
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7 Conclusions 
What a fair distribution of global biocapacity could be, and how considerations for it could be 

implemented in environmental policy, does not seem to be well-studied in the international 

scientific literature or in Swedish environmental work. Regarding Sweden, specifically, the 

matter of such a distribution seems to be absent from the public discourse, as well, as attested 

by all seven interview subjects. 

The main tentative conclusion that can be drawn from this thesis is that the current potential 

for the implementation of a fair distribution of global biocapacity in Swedish environmental 

policy is hindered primarily by the seeming lack of a relevant discourse on the matter. 

Transparent trade practices, and a focused public discourse, impelled by scientific experts and 

other actors outside of the political system, could increase public awareness of, and thus 

support for, policies promoting fairness of global biocapacity distribution. Furthermore, this 

thesis discusses the usefulness of the term “biocapacity” itself in such a discourse, the main 

point of contention being what it is intuitively understood to mean and whether or not it can 

be used as a means to achieve a focused public discourse on the fair distribution of 

environmental goods. It is concluded that further research is required to determine the term’s 

usefulness in this context. Additionally, an important aspect to include in the discourse, in 

order to facilitate for policy implementation and to ensure that the discourse itself is fair and 

inclusive, is what ethical systems of value that might underlie people’s different conceptions 

of fairness. 

7.1 Suggestions for Further Research 
A more extensive literature review – reaching beyond the English-language scientific 

literature of this thesis – is necessary to conclusively determine whether or not there exist any 

considerations for a fair global biocapacity distribution implemented in – or being considered 

for implementation in – environmental policy. Such a literature review could, for instance, 

search for policy-related documents in national or regional government archives in different 

parts of the world. 

To conclusively determine the usefulness of the term biocapacity in the public discourse about 

a fair distribution of environmental goods, the perceptions of actors engaged in Swedish 

environmental work, as well as of the general public, should be studied. One way to do this  

would be through more extensive interviews than have been conducted for this thesis. 

Additionally, the scientific literature of the policy-relevance of the term should also be 

studied. 

In order to further the understanding of different conceptions of fairness as regards the 

distribution of global environmental goods in general, and biocapacity in particular, a more 

thorough ethical analysis akin to the one in this study, could be performed. The framework for 

such an analysis could include a wider range of ethical value systems and theories – a 

pertinent example being the Capability Approach –, but should also provide a more 

comprehensive review of each such value system and theory. A related suggestion is for 
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follow-up interviews to be performed, and to be analyzed with this extended framework for 

ethical analysis. Such follow-up interviews could also focus on which possible consequences 

different conceptions of a fair biocapacity distribution could have for Swedish society and 

policy. 

7.1.1 The Beyond GDP-Growth Project 

A deeper understanding of such consequences could provide insights into the ways in which 

the Beyond GDP-growth project’s land use goal – by way of the different scenarios – could 

be achieved. Furthermore, due to some conceptions of fairness evidently calling into question 

the fairness of the land use distribution in this goal, an ethical analysis of the goal itself is 

another suggestion for worthwhile further research. 
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