Commentary

Making accounting for biodiversity research a force for conservation

Thomas Cuckston, Aston Business School?

Within the accounting literature, there has recently been a rapid rise in the number of published
papers concerned with the issue of biodiversity. The argument expressed within these papers tends
to begin by stressing the magnitude of planet-wide biodiversity loss, frequently invoking the warning
from some biologists that humanity is causing a modern-day mass extinction event (see Ceballos et
al., 2015). The argument then proceeds to suggest that since accounting plays a major role in
shaping society, then accounting for biodiversity can/should have a role in addressing biodiversity
loss (e.g. Jones & Solomon, 2013). However, within this extant literature there have emerged two
distinct approaches to thinking about how accounting can play such a role. A first approach focuses
on efforts to bring biodiversity into existing social and environmental accountability mechanisms,
such as corporate sustainability reporting. A second approach takes a different starting point,
looking instead to biodiversity conservation efforts and then investigating the role of accounting in
such efforts. The purpose of this short commentary is to set out the essential features of these two
approaches, and to argue that it is this second approach that offers research in accounting for

biodiversity the most potential to develop into a force for conservation.

First approach: biodiversity reporting

A major stream of accounting research on the theme of biodiversity has been the study of corporate
reporting on this topic. As such, this work is a continuation of social and environmental accounting
research into corporate disclosure practices, or what Bebbington and Larrinaga (2014, p. 397) call a
‘sociology of preparers’. Content analyses of biodiversity reporting have covered listed corporations

in Sweden (Rimmel & Jonall, 2013), Denmark (van Liempd & Busch, 2013), Britain and Germany
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(Atkins, Grabsch, & Jones, 2014), as well as corporations in the Fortune Global 500 (Adler, Mansi, &
Pandey, 2018) and large mining companies (Adler, Mansi, Pandey, & Stringer, 2017; Boiral, 2016).
The main finding of all this work is that there is not very much corporate biodiversity reporting and
what little there is does not enable stakeholders to meaningfully assess a corporation’s biodiversity
impacts. Schneider, Samkin, and Davey (2014) find a similar lack of useful biodiversity disclosures in

reporting by New Zealand local authorities.

One major preoccupation of this research is to evaluate whether the content of biodiversity
reporting conveys an ecocentric (i.e. deep ecology) or anthropocentric (i.e. instrumental)
perspective. Unsurprisingly, corporate disclosures are broadly found to take an anthropocentric
view of biodiversity, seeing it in terms of natural resources that are economically valuable. This
perspective is understood to be encouraged by institutions like the GRI, IIRC, professional
accountancy bodies and the Big 4 firms (cf. Milne & Gray, 2013). In a content analysis of biodiversity
reporting by UK local councils, Gaia and Jones (2017) find that these organisations also represent
biodiversity from an anthropocentric viewpoint, largely in terms of its provision of economically
valuable ecosystem services (see TEEB, 2010). Given local governments’ mandate to ensure the
welfare of its citizens, it is perhaps to be expected that they would see biodiversity in terms of the

economic benefits it provides.

Concern over this anthropocentric approach to current reporting practices has led to two separate
attempts to define a normative framework to encourage organisations to embed ecocentric thinking
into their biodiversity reporting. The first of these has been developed by Samkin, Schneider, and
Tappin (2014), drawing on principles of deep-ecology philosophy (Naess & Sessions, 1984) and
setting out a tool for assessing the degree to which reporting is consistent with this philosophy.
They apply their framework to the annual reporting of what they refer to as an ‘exemplar
organisation’ (p. 555) — the New Zealand Department of Conservation — and find that the majority of
its disclosures do reflect ecocentric thinking. However, an ecocentric view of biodiversity would
appear to be consistent with this organisation’s mandate to manage the nation’s conservation
estate. Itis less clear how Samkin et al’s framework applies to organisations whose main purpose is

to generate financial profits.

A similar attempt to develop a normative framework for corporate reporting is set out in three
recent papers — Atkins and Maroun (2018), Maroun and Atkins (2018), and Atkins, Maroun, Atkins,
and Barone (2018) — describing the notion of “extinction accounting”. The framework claims to be
emancipatory and transformational by encouraging a corporation to develop a narrative account of

its own understanding of species extinction and how it is acting to prevent extinctions. The



framework is described as ‘a hybrid of both anthropocentric and deep ecological views’ (Atkins &
Maroun, 2018, p. 761). Thus, on the one hand corporations are encouraged to consider the business
risk of extinction by estimating the economic value that might be lost if a species were to go extinct
but, on the other hand, they are also encouraged to recognise their own moral imperative to help
prevent species extinctions. In a content analysis of the reporting of South African listed companies,
Atkins et al. (2018) find that some corporations are disclosing contributions they have made to
rhinoceros conservation projects and conclude that this reporting of these philanthropic gestures

represents a shift in the way these corporations are thinking about extinction:

In the authors’ views, this points to deep ecological framing. There is a sense that species
must be preserved, not because of the immediate business case, but because of the moral
and social costs of failing to take immediate action as well as because of the rhinoceros’

intrinsic value (Atkins et al., 2018, p. 693).

The extinction accounting framework thus rests on the hope that if corporations can be encouraged
to provide accounts of their own impacts on species extinctions then this could have the effect of
changing the prevailing mindset within the corporation, which in turn could lead to changes in

organisational behaviour.

A fundamental problem with accounting research that promotes corporate reporting as a means of
addressing biodiversity loss (including species extinction), is that this research has thus far provided
very little in the way of a theoretical basis for explaining what connection, if any, this corporation-
centred accounting has with biodiversity conservation. Most research in this stream does not
address this at all. The extinction accounting framework does address it, but the explanation given is
limited to suggesting that corporations will be impelled into action by a combination of self-interest
(by recognising business risks associated with species extinction) and a desire for legitimacy. This is
not an adequate explanation because, in a world in which corporations are ultimately constrained by
short-term financial imperatives, they will simply not have the capacity to act in ways that achieve
conservation (cf. Gray, 2010). Within a capitalist economic system, corporations do not have the
option of sacrificing profits, which benefit their own shareholders, for conservation work that will
benefit the biosphere and wider society. The only viable option for corporations is to engage in
impressions management, with notional token activities (such as donations to conservation projects)
dressed up in corporate reporting as a symbol of their commitment to the conservation cause (cf.
Tregidga, Milne, & Kearins, 2014). Research into corporate biodiversity reporting has not, thus far,
explained how this form of accounting can create any form of agency — the capability to act

(MacKenzie, 2009b) — to conserve biodiversity, or prevent species extinctions.



Conservation is an active process of organising the world in ways that are conducive to protection of
wildlife (Hambler & Canney, 2013; Jepson & Ladle, 2010). Accounting can play a vital role in this
organising (cf. Miller & Power, 2013). Thus the challenge for accounting researchers is to explain
this role: how is accounting, in whatever form, implicated in conservation activities? How is
accounting acting as what Miller and Power (2013, p. 558) call a ‘productive force’? Extant work on
biodiversity (or extinction) reporting has not adequately addressed these questions. There is
currently a gaping hole between assertions that biodiversity loss (or species extinctions) must be
addressed and the subsequent descriptions of corporate reporting. The challenge for scholars
wishing to pursue this approach to accounting for biodiversity research is to develop a credible
theoretical basis for explaining how corporate reporting and conservation are actually connected in

a meaningful way.

Second approach: accounting and conservation

There is a second stream of research on accounting for biodiversity that perhaps offers more
promise as a means of contributing to society’s efforts to address biodiversity loss. Rather than
simply seeking to extend the “sociology of preparers” programme of social and environmental
accounting, this approach instead begins by seeking out efforts to conserve biodiversity and then
looks to identify and explain the role played by accounting, in whatever form that is found. This is
consistent with Bebbington and Larrinaga’s (2014) call for researchers to begin their work by
focussing on the sustainable development challenges facing society (such as biodiversity loss).
Within the extant literature, this approach has manifested in shifting the analytical focus onto
different organisational forms: conservation organisations, market mechanisms, and socio-ecological
systems. The remainder of this section will briefly discuss this extant work and highlight potentially

fruitful directions for further research.

There are thousands of organisations in the world dedicated to biodiversity conservation. These
range from local groups committed to conserving a particular patch of habitat or locally important
species, through to national and international organisations with multi-million pound budgets.
There has been surprisingly little research within the accounting literature on these entities, which
are so crucial to holding back biodiversity loss. A major exception is Powell and Tilt’s (2017) study of
an organisation that has worked to protect vast areas of Australian bushland, and thus the
indigenous species within these areas, by establishing parks for carefully managed eco-tourism.

Powell and Tilt examine the inevitable conflicts between the conservation and business objectives of



the organisation and how these played out in the design of its accounting and performance
management systems, finding that these conflicts were ultimately very damaging to the
implementation of this organisation’s “business model”. Thomson’s (2014) study of the
development of UK biodiversity indicators also provides insights into how conservation performance
is being constructed and measured. Conservation organisations potentially offer rich sites for
research into how accounting plays a role in achieving biodiversity conservation. Conservation
organisations have limited resources and must make decisions about how these are allocated. How
are these decisions made? What kinds of performance measurement systems are deployed? How
are these organisations made accountable for these decisions and their implementation? There is
an emerging literature on accountability within non-governmental organisations (Dhanani, 2018;
Gray, Bebbington, & Collison, 2006; Hall & O'Dwyer, 2017), which could offer useful insights for
pursuing these kinds of questions. The challenge here will be to develop theoretically credible
explanations of how conservation organisations use accounting in their pursuit of conservation, and
how different forms of accounting affect the conservation strategies employed by these

organisations.

There is currently a rapid proliferation of various kinds of market mechanisms to try to shape the
conditions for organisational decision-making towards conservation (see TEEB, 2010). For example,
the Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation (REDD) mechanism aims to
create a financial value for intact tropical forests, so as to provide economic incentives for their
protection. This requires the application of carbon accounting techniques to forests, which shapes
the nature of the forest protection activities, with consequences for wildlife and indigenous peoples
(Cuckston, 2013, 2018a). Product certifications, or “eco-labels” are another kind of market
mechanism that purports to ensure goods have been produced in ways that do not harm
biodiversity (Elad, 2001, 2014; Lanka, Khadaroo, & Bohm, 2017; Thomson & Georgakopoulos, 2005).
A particularly controversial form of market mechanism, which is rapidly proliferating around the
world, is biodiversity offsetting. Accounting researchers have traced the accounting calculations
performed within these mechanisms to equate a biodiversity loss in one place with a biodiversity
gain in another place, so as to derive a “net loss/gain in biodiversity”. In the mechanisms studied,
these have been found to be highly problematic and unlikely to produce genuine conservation,
leading to the conclusion that they are little more than tools for legitimisation and impression
management (Ferreira, 2017; Sullivan & Hannis, 2017; Tregidga, 2013). Similarly, formal decision-
making processes that purport to take account of the value of biodiversity have been found to act as
mechanisms for justifying habitat destruction (Hrasky & Jones, 2016). It may be that, if well

designed and properly implemented, new market mechanisms might have the potential to help



change the “rules of the game” of capitalism, creating conditions in which it is made possible for
corporations and governments to act to conserve biodiversity (cf. Callon, 2009; MacKenzie, 2009a).
These mechanisms are growing in scale and scope, defining how people see and comprehend the
value of biodiversity. As such, accounting research explaining how these mechanisms delineate and
calculate such values is important and urgent (see Bebbington, Larrinaga, Russell, & Stevenson,
2015). By developing this kind of understanding, researchers might potentially be able to articulate
how these mechanisms can be made better, so that the purported conservation objectives of these

mechanisms can be realised.

Conservation is an organisational activity: human and non-human life must be organised in ways
that are conducive to protecting biodiversity (Hambler & Canney, 2013; Jepson & Ladle, 2010). As
such, accounting researchers can usefully study the role that various forms of accounting play in this
organising. This requires a shift in conceptualisation of the accounting entity, away from
organisations per se, and towards the socio-ecological systems that are being organised. Indeed, the
seminal accounting for biodiversity work of Jones (1996, 2003) focuses on cases where land was
being actively managed for conservation. The conceptualisation of socio-ecological systems as
accounting entities is more explicitly developed in Dey and Russell’s (2014) study of the role played
by counter accounts in a campaign to restore the River Garry in Scotland. This study re-centred the
analytical focus onto the river basin as an accounting entity. Researchers have also begun to analyse
some of the tools that conservationists use in their organising of socio-ecological systems. Cuckston
(2017) conceptualises a degraded blanket bog habitat as an accounting entity and traces the
accounting devices used to manage its ecological restoration. Feger and Mermet (2017) analyse
how the Natural Capital Project toolkit is used as a basis for evaluating ecosystem management
performance. Cuckston (2018b) studies the International Union for the Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species to explain how species extinction risk is created as a calculable
accounting object that is used, in various ways, to make certain kinds of conservation strategies
thinkable and possible. A shift in thinking, so as to see conservation as an act of organising socio-
ecological systems, offers the potential to open up a rich vein of research into the power of
accounting to address sustainable development challenges such as biodiversity loss. How is
accounting implicated in this organising? And how, therefore, might future developments in this

accounting play a role in enhancing this organising to more effectively conserve biodiversity?



Making accounting for biodiversity research a force for conservation

In their exposition of accounting for sustainable development, Bebbington and Larrinaga (2014, p.
396) describe how they are ‘motivated by a desire to keep open the possibility that the discipline of
accounting might, under certain conditions, allow organisations to address sustainable development
challenges’. A similar motivation drives this short commentary on accounting for biodiversity. Gray
and Milne (2018, p. 831) warn that ‘species extinction, as with other examples of environmental
degradation, is a systematic consequence of humanity and its current ways of organising’. As such, it
is imperative that researchers seek to understand the organising of humanity’s relations with other
species on the planet, so as to be in a position to see how things might become re-organised in ways
conducive to conservation. Indeed, it is at this level of theoretical, conceptual explanation of the
organising of human-nature relations that accounting academe can contribute to the cause of

conservation (cf. Russell, Milne, & Dey, 2017).

Accounting for biodiversity research has been driven largely by a shared concern regarding planetary
biodiversity loss, and a passionate desire to do something to help stem this ecological crisis. But
research in this fast-emerging field has, thus far, overall, lacked the kind of theoretical rigour that
will ultimately be necessary to make a significant impact on conservation efforts (cf. Bebbington &
Unerman, 2018; O'Dwyer & Unerman, 2016). Research questions are driven by our conceptual and
theoretical understandings of the world (Chua, 1986). Therefore, the formulation and pursuit of
research questions that will generate insights useful to conservation will require the development of
explanatory theoretical frameworks that enable rich conceptualisations of the problem of
biodiversity loss and the possibilities for re-organising human-nature relations. That is, there is a
need for theoretical work to explain how society can be (re-)organised so that it has a collective
capacity to conserve biodiversity. Actor-network theory offers one possibility, enabling researchers
to trace how calculability — and, consequently, agency — can be collectively achieved by organising
people and devices into socio-technical arrangements (Callon & Law, 2005; Cuckston, 2018b). But
development of a rich theoretical resource for this programme of research will require going beyond
the usual toolkits found in the accounting literature. Engagement with research on conservation and
human-nature relations — such as in the disciplines of conservation biology (see Bennett et al., 2017)
and human geography (see, e.g. Castree, 2014; Eden, Tunstall, & Tapsell, 2000; see also Cuckston,

2017) — will be vital in this regard.

In conclusion, this short commentary has suggested that an extension of the social and
environmental accounting project into issues of biodiversity reporting currently offers very little in

the way of explaining how accounting can contribute to addressing biodiversity loss. In contrast, a



shift in empirical and theoretical focus, so as to seek out the work of organising conservation and
then to develop theoretically credible explanations for the role of accounting in this organising,

might enable accounting for biodiversity research to become a force for conservation.
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