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1. Introduction
This paper is divided in two roughly equal parts. In the first part, by relying on the existing 
literature, I introduce discourse analysis as a method to research environmental politics (§2) and 
I present  three different  discourses in environmental politics - green governamentality, 
ecological modernization and civic environmentalism (§ 3). Then I show how forestry policies 
and, in particular, the forestry policies that are currently being discussed in relation to the 
post-2015 development  agenda of the United Nations can be subsumed under the different 
discourses (§4). In the second part of the paper I build on the first part  and I show how the 
discursive elements found in several forestry policies can be found also in the Yasunì-ITT 
Initiative (§ 5) - the famous Ecuadorean forestry policy that  tried to halt  deforestation and 
prevent the drilling of oil in the pristine Amazonian environment. In particular, I am interested 
in the debate around the expression “environmental blackmail”, i.e. the label that has been used 
to refer to the ITT-Initiative, and whether or not  it makes sense at  all from a discursive 
perspective to use this expression. I will investigate whether the discursive elements captured by 
the expression “environmental blackmail” faithfully trace the discursive elements found in the 
actual ITT-Initiative. I will show how the debate around environmental blackmail is internal to 
just two of the aforementioned discourses - green governamentality and ecological 
modernization, whereas the third - civic environmentalism - can be taken to represent a post-
colonialist  perspective critical both of the “environmental blackmail” expression and of the very 
marketization of nature.

2. Discourse analysis
Discourse analysis focuses on discourses as “ensembles of ideas, concepts and categories 
through which meaning is given to social and physical phenomena”, as put it  by Hajer (1995). 
In this sense, discourse analysis scholars try to uncover and critically analyse the policy rhetoric 
and the dominant narratives that  underlie the political debates on specific issues. In order to do 
this, they particular look for instances of “naming and framing” of problems and try to 
understand how certain policy ideas and concept gain legitimacy over others and ultimately 
define a policy problem. It is a process of research which, on the one side, focuses on both 
written texts and speeches and, on the other side, focuses on the speaking actor, her institutional 
role and her power relationships. Institutional role and power relations are important because 
they are closely tied with the production of knowledge and truth, “what is possible to speak at  a 
given moment” (Ramazanoglu 1993: 19).
As it will be seen below when I introduce the different  meta-discourses, discourses are 
powerful, they can shape people’s views about  what is appropriate to do or even believe in 
certain situations. One of the meta-discourses that  will be presented below - green 
governamentality - represents the scientific point of view on the environment and on climate 
change. The very fact of presenting the scientific perspective in terms of a discourse - and 
alongside other discourses - might  led the readers think that there is a distance between me, the 
author, and the discourses presented. Does presenting the scientific take on climate change and 
the state of the environment in terms of a discourse mean that I am a skeptic when it comes to 
climate change? Not at  all, yet  it does mean that I remain critical and wary of how 
environmental problems and - especially - their solution are depicted and supported. This is the 
stance taken in this paper.
Contra Foucault, I agree with Dryzek that “discourses are powerful, but not 
impenetrable” (Dryzek 2012: 22); and at  least regarding environmental issues, the very 
possibility of talking about a plurality of discourses, and of comparing them, speaks for the fact 

PRELIMINARY DRAFT - Please do not cite or distribute without permission

*Department of  European and International Public Law, Tilburg University           sconfumberto@gmail.com

mailto:sconfumberto@gmail.com
mailto:sconfumberto@gmail.com


that there is not  simply one single hegemonic discourse - albeit admittedly there are discourses 
more powerful than others.  

3. Three meta-discourses of environmental governance
In this section I will present  the three main meta-discourses - or discourse coalitions - of 
environmental politics; these three discourses are borrowed from the analysis of Backstrand and 
Lovbrand (2006) of afforestation projects under the Clean Development  Mechanism of the 
Kyoto Protocol. For each one of the discourses, I will present how some of the forestry policies 
currently being discussed for the post-2015 development  agenda can be related to them. The 
most comprehensive analysis of environmental politics from a discourse perspective is Dryzek’s 
Politics of the Earth (2013). Dryzek’s book slices environmental politics into nine different 
discourses; however, his conceptual rigor does not  always follow how policies are actually 
designed and implemented. More often than not, by following Dryzek, one has to analyse 
environmental policies by combining the discursive elements of different discourses. This 
allows for a more fine-grained analysis of specific policies, yet we loose sight  of the general 
trends emerging around forestry policies. For example, whereas Hajer (1995) and Backstrand 
and Lovbrand (2006) lump together the poorly defined concept of sustainable development with 
the discourse of ecological modernization on the basis that  they both represent  a response to the 
discourse on limits initiated by the Club of Rome, Dryzek splits them up by arguing that 
sustainable development simply asserts that economic growth and environmental conservation 
can be reconciliated; while ecological modernization goes further, not  only conservation can be 
reconcialiated with growth but it  is actually good for businesses. In a sense, Backstrand and 
Lovbrand (2006) already put  together the discursive elements that  are likely to go hand-in-hand 
thus simplifying the task of situating forestry policies into a spectrum of fewer and more general 
discourses. For example, Backstrand and Lovbrand (2006) analyse the discourse of ecological 
modernization in terms of a market-driven and expert-led approach to ecological problem 
solving that rejects that there are limits to economic growth. In Dryzek’s book, each one of 
these discursive elements - market-driven, expert-led, rejection of the limits discourse - are 
parceled out in order to account for the relatively fewer cases in which an environmental policy 
is, for example, market-driven but not expert-led. 

3.1. Green governamentality
“Governamentality” is a Foucaultian term that the French philosopher and sociologist used to 
refer to a modality of government  which makes use of a specific set  of institutions, authorities, 
procedures, analysis, and tactics that together guarantee the administration of individuals and 
populations. These disciplining practices are a form of power able to significantly affect the 
choices, the behaviours, aspirations, and lifestyle of individuals and groups. For example, 
governamentality took the form of administration of human heath in the late 18th century when 
- according to Foucault - an array of authoritative areas of expertise such as medicine, biology, 
and psychology were all aiming at shaping the lives of the citizens according to a specific model 
of citizens as good husbands or good wives while marginalizing and calling “insane” all those 
who did not comply with the imposed models. In the last  30 years new environmental problems 
have enabled new disciplining practices to take the stage and extend government  control to the 
whole planet. These new disciplining practices and environmental disciplines - “eco-
knowledges” according to Luke (1999) - shape and organize our common understanding of the 
relationship between human beings and nature. As nowadays the authority of certain policy 
recommendations rest upon them being evidence-based and measurable, the environmental 
disciplines increasingly rely on techno-scientific infrastructure and monitoring system to define 
what counts as an environmental risk and how to manage it. This applies also to forests, which 
are depicted in terms of reservoirs and sinks of carbon. As carbon - the main culprit for the 
global warming - must  remain stored into the trees, various control techniques and verification 
schemes have been developed. The ability to control and measure the changes in carbon stocks 
has also legitimized the development  of carbon markets, i.e. trading schemes that allow 
Northern countries implementing projects in developing countries to off-set their CO2 
emissions. This monitoring effort  is also a part of a broader trend called “data revolution” in 

PRELIMINARY DRAFT - Please do not cite or distribute without permission

sconfumberto@gmail.com 2

mailto:sconfumberto@gmail.com
mailto:sconfumberto@gmail.com


international development. As the availability of big data constantly collected by smartphones 
and computer allegedly simplifies and ameliorate the lives of people in the North by predicting 
trends in real time1 - the argument goes - the same can be done in the South. As technology able 
to collect  data will be increasingly available cheaply, by relying on these data new opportunities 
will open up for those who want to design evidence-based policies aiming at eradicating 
poverty, increasing food security or even developing better roads.
As governamentality as administration of human health marginalized both the alternative 
discourses and the individuals who did not fit into the model being imposed; also the green 
governamentality is a discourses the marginalizes alternative understanding of the natural 
world. The world in which we live in today is understood in terms of environmental 
degradation, global warming, deforestation whether one lives in Europe or South America or 
Africa. Policies which compel people to manage forests sustainably, and REDD+ in particular, 
have been documented to impede indigenous people from carrying out practices of forest 
management in use for thousands of years, like for example controlled burning (Erni 2009). 

3.2. Ecological modernization
The discourse on ecological modernization is conventionally made to start in 1987 with the 
publication of the Bruntland Report “Our Common Future”, which made the concept  of 
“sustainable development” part  and parcel of the international agenda on environmental issues2. 
It  is fair to say that  still in the ’70 the dominant understanding of the relationship between the 
human beings and their activities, on the one side, and the environment, on the other, was in 
terms of conflict, as reflected in the report “Limits to Growth” published in 1972 by the Club of 
Rome. With the ecological modernization discourse a new rhetoric gains ground and eventually 
subvert the old discourse according to which there are environmental limits to the resources 
needed to sustain a growing and aging population. The new rhetoric recognizes the multifaceted 
nature of environmental problems but  nonetheless assumes that  existing political, economic, 
and social institutions can internalize the care for the environment. In order to do this, however, 
environmental problems had to become manageable with the instruments known to economists 
and political scientists: problems such as environmental degradation, biodiversity loss and 
emission of CO2 are therefore made measurable and calculable through analysis of costs and 
benefits. A second and related characteristic of the ecological modernization discourse is that, 
by internalizing environmental costs into the systems of production as opposed to 
environmental taxation or end-of-pipe technologies to contain pollution, environmental 
protection is portrayed as a “positive-sum game” and obstacles are portrayed as game-theoretic 
problems of collective action, such as the tragedy of the commons. Within this discourse, forests 
are considered as an instrument of low cost climate mitigation because they have the capacity to 
store large quantities of CO2, more than the quantity presently stored in the atmosphere (FAO 
2005). Moreover, as forests provide multiple services ranging from biological ones - watershed 
protection - to cultural ones - tourism - focusing on forests preservation and afforestation 
projects also allow for  synergies maximization. According to the Technical Support  Team of the 
UN in charge of providing background papers for the State representatives seating on the Open 
Working Group on Sustainable Development,

Forests are vital to achieving sustainable development. They provide solutions for addressing many 
development challenges including poverty eradication, environmental sustainability, food security and 
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accuracy. Ginsberg et al.,  2009. Detecting influenza epidemics using search engine query data. Nature, 
vol. 457.

2 The concept of sustainable development is incredibly plastic and open to different interpretations and 
different definitions have been put forward (Dryzek 2013: 147-149). It is worth here reiterating the 
definition of sustainable development as firstly presented by Gro Harlem Bruntland in her report: 
“Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable - to ensure that it meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.
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agriculture, energy, clean water and watershed protection, biodiversity conservation, mitigation of and 
adaptation to climate change, combating desertification and forest degradation, and disaster risk 
reduction. (TST Issue Brief: Forests, 2014).

The maximization of synergies also lead to win-win solutions that can be achieved when forest 
projects bring benefits to more than one party; usually both the foreign investor and the local 
population. This ideally happens when the investor funds a project  for some particular reasons - 
increasing the carbon storage and obtaining carbon credits for example - while the local 
population benefits from the project because of the increased watershed protection.

Low-cost carbon storage, synergies maximization, and win-win solutions are the catchphrases 
or story-lines around which the ecological discourse is built. From within the discourse, 
however, they are achievable aims which provide the justification to further align the 
management of the forests with economics and politics. Probably, the most popular 
conservation policy within this discourse is REDD (Reducing Emission from Deforestation and 
forest Degradation); it is a mechanism which, by placing a financial value upon the carbon 
stored into the trees, it creates economic incentives for developing countries to protect the 
forests.
Whereas green governamentality is the discourse that  - at least in industrialized societies3  - 
shape the very understanding of nature and defines how human beings should relate to it, 
ecological modernization is a discourse which, by relying on the technical expertise provided by 
the green governamentality discourse, puts forward a market-oriented approach to 
environmental problem-solving,.

3.3. Civic environmentalism
The discourse on civic environmentalism is conventionally made to start  with the Rio 
Conference of 1992. There, the language of participation of the civil society, of all the relevant 
stakeholders and of marginalized groups - women, youth, indigenous people, etc - entered the 
global environmental agenda. The main justification for such increased participation is that the 
groups who are directly affected by environmental problems should, firstly, be informed, and 
secondly, have a say in how these problems are tackled. Backstrand and Lovbrand (2006) 
distinguish two different strand within the civic environmentalism discourse: reform-oriented 
and radical resistance. The difference between the two lays mainly in the diverging views on the 
role of the sovereign state and the capitalist economy.
The reform-oriented strand of the discourse sees the stakeholders engagement as 
complementary to the state-centric practices and principally aimed at increasing the legitimacy 
and the public accountability of the supranational institutions that are already in place. Although 
the reformist strand of civic environmentalism generally distrusts that  the market alone can 
provide equitable solutions to environmental problems, the proponents of this discourse also 
believe that  by directly contributing to policy in institutional settings, they can somehow 
counterbalance the neo-liberal inputs. The inclusion of the so-called Major Groups in UN 
activities since the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio accommodates the logic put  forward by the 
reformist strand of the civic environmentalism discourse.
The radical strand of the civic environmentalism discourse is utterly critical of the promise of 
stakeholder governance. In particular they highlight the fact  that  certain power relations are at 
the very core of supranational institutions and of their negotiation processes - like for example 
the voting mechanism of the financial institution and the composition of the security council; 
and these enduring power relations cannot  be broken from within by continuing to employ the 
same institutions.
The presence of civic environmentalism discourse too can be found in specific policy positions 
on forestry policies. In particular, this discourse is critical of the win-win rhetoric of maximized 
synergies and focuses on the ecological and social risks inherent of many of the forestry policies 
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centrally designed by the supranational institutions, which are biased towards market  solutions 
to environmental problems. 
In particular the compensation schemes for investing in forest projects in the global south are 
not seen as mutually benefiting deals in which one state invests in another state’s forest  in 
exchange for the possibility of earning emission reduction credits; rather they are perceived as a 
loophole that, by putting a price on forests and creating a market  for them, permits the rich 
countries to evade their historical responsibility for the high concentrations of greenhouse-gases 
in the atmosphere. The civic environmentalism discourse is particularly critical of those policy 
projects by Northern businesses which, instead of simply protecting already existing forests, 
actively seek to plant trees in developing countries in order to be eligible for carbon credits. 
Tree plantation is also likely to result in monocultures of non-native species such as pine or 
eucalyptus which might reduce biodiversity, disturb many biological cycles, and, sometimes, 
displace populations. These plantation are often referred as “green desert”, i.e. projects with 
high climate gains - as they help keep CO2 stored in trees - but low environmental performance 
because of their local impact. Backstrand and Lovbrand (2006) bring the example of an ongoing 
conservation project  in Belize - Rio Bravo Conservation and Management  Area - in which 
forests conservation and socio-economic development of the area came at the expenses of the 
forests inhabitants who were denied access to their previous land and could not practice 
anymore their traditional logging and hunting practices. These sorts of cases are frequent, the 
most recent  one at  the time of my writing is the eviction and forced relocation of Sengwer 
People in Kenya4.

4. Forests in the post-2015 Development Agenda
“Post-2015 Development Agenda” is a generic umbrella term used to refer to the ensemble of 
policies of the UN starting from 2015. In 2015 the famous Millennium Development  Goals 
(MDGs) will expire and there is need to replace them with new, up-to-date and more 
challenging commitments. Two different  processes have been instituted in order to devise the 
replacement  for the MDGs: (i) the governments-led process to develop a proposal for a set  of 
universal Sustainable Development  Goals (SDGs), and (ii) a set of national and international 
consultations led by the UN-Secretary General.
The first of these two processes is the direct  outcome of the last Rio Conference in 2012 (Rio
+20). According to their proponents in Rio, the SDGs will form an international framework that 
will enable countries and stakeholder to better target  and monitor progress on sustainable 
development  in relation to a variety of specific issues such as poverty eradication, hunger, 
transportation, governance, and also forests5. Following on from the MDGs, poverty eradication 
remains the overarching objective of the international community and is expected to form the 
core of the SDGs. Given the multidimensionality of poverty6, in recent years we have witnessed 
to a growing recognition that lasting poverty eradication can only be achieved through putting 
into practice the concept  of sustainable development, thus acknowledging and capitalising on 
the interdependencies between the need of economic growth and environmental protection. The 
process of designing the SDGs is led by a 30 member Open Working Group under the UN 
General Assembly. In the remainder of this paragraph I will principally refer to this first process. 
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4  The No REDD in Africa Network has released a letter to the UN and the Government of Kenya 
condemning the evictions of Sengwer People. It can be found on the website of the NO REDD in Africa 
Network, http://no-redd-africa.org/index.php/declarations/42-maputo-statement-no-redd-in-africa-
network-declaration-on-redd (last accessed May 2014)

5 A document with all the nineteenth focus areas considered by the Open Working Group on Sustainable 
Development is available on the website dedicated to sustainable development of the United Nations 
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/3276focusareas.pdf (last accessed May 2014).

6 As reflected by the recently developed Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI), at least three dimensions 
- health, education, and living standards - and ten factors - ranging from child mortality and nutrition to 
years of school and availability of toilet, water and cooking fuel - contribute to poverty.

mailto:sconfumberto@gmail.com
mailto:sconfumberto@gmail.com
http://no-redd-africa.org/index.php/declarations/42-maputo-statement-no-redd-in-africa-network-declaration-on-redd
http://no-redd-africa.org/index.php/declarations/42-maputo-statement-no-redd-in-africa-network-declaration-on-redd
http://no-redd-africa.org/index.php/declarations/42-maputo-statement-no-redd-in-africa-network-declaration-on-redd
http://no-redd-africa.org/index.php/declarations/42-maputo-statement-no-redd-in-africa-network-declaration-on-redd
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/3276focusareas.pdf
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/3276focusareas.pdf


As a governments-led process, the policies debated at  the OWG come from proposals submitted 
by the governments, yet  like most of the intergovernmental processes of the UN, the policy-
making is highly conditioned by international NGOs and think-tanks which regularly provide 
materials, background papers, and policy briefs to the government representatives.
Given the manifest  intent  of the post-2015 development  agenda to mainstream the concept  of 
sustainable development to all the workings of the UN in the field, it  should not be surprising 
that, indeed, most  of the proposed policies on forestry do fit  the green governmentality and 
ecological modernization discourses. Yet, few countries and NGOs from time to time do stand 
out and submit proposals for Goals, Targets and Indicators7  which cannot be subsumed under 
the “more mainstream” discourses such as green governamentality and ecological 
modernization. In the following subparagraphs I will list forestry policies and initiatives in the 
post-2015 development agenda and I will place them under the different discourses introduced 
above. In order to do this I will rely on (i) the official documents made available by the 
supporting UN team to the OWG; (ii) the report  from the eight session of the OWG - the session 
in which forest policies had been discussed - provided by the Earth Negotiations Bulletin; (iii) 
the proposals on forestry policies submitted by NGOs and other stakeholder through the SDG e-
Inventory8.

4.1 Green governamentality in the forestry policies post-2015
The issue of control and measurement  of forests will be raised when the post-2015 process will 
deal with the task of designing indicators. The process of designing the indicators is a technical 
task, not a political one; at least when it  comes to indicators which do not  receive great publicity 
in the media, like forestry indicators. Therefore it is likely that this issue will be left  to the UN 
bureaucrats once goals and targets on forests will be already decided by the countries seating on 
the OWG. The drive to adopt  new technologies to monitor and measure forests comes from the 
need to inform policy-making. For example, by measuring the extension of the forest canopy 
and by correlating it with local policies whose task it to conserve forests, it  is possible to 
compile a list  of policies which are successful in protecting forests, compare them with other 
policies and compile a list of so-called “best  practices”. According to the statistical note made 
available by the United Nations Statistics Division to the OWG on Sustainable Development, in 
the post-2015 new monitoring mechanism will join the traditional ones already in place (area 
covered by forests, the type of forests and production and trade of forest products) which 
provide relatively comparable data available for most  countries. Already in use, and likely to be 
expanded in the post-2015,  is the use of aerial photography and satellite imaging to measure the 
cover in remote regions. Since 2010, FAO started to use remote sensing to assess forest  cover 
and changes in forest cover. Remote sensing is a method to acquire information about a project - 
in the case of forestry, a conservation project - by relying on information collected through 
propagated signals (acoustic signals or electromagnetic radiation) thus enabling the project 
manager to evaluate the project  from a remote location. The development  of this technology - 
according to the UN Statistical Division - has the potential to collect  also additional information 
such as forest health and soil quality.
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7  Goals, targets and indicators - often shortened to GTI - are the basic elements of a goal-based 
development agenda,  like the Millennium Development agenda due to expire in 2015. Goals are short and 
aspirational statements depicting the future world we would like to live in, for example “Eradicate 
extreme poverty and hunger”. Targets clarify the concrete and measurable objectives to be achieved in 
order to realise the goal, for example “Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people living on 
less than $1.25 a day”. Indicators are a set of agreed upon data used to measure progress toward a 
particular targets, for example, in the case of poverty eradication, the poverty gap ratio.

8 The Sustainable Development Goals e-Inventory (or SDGs e-Inventory) is an online tool that collects 
proposals for Goals, Targets and Indicators for the post-2015 development agenda. Submissions are made 
by NGOs, think tanks, academics, governmental and intergovernmental organisations. The e-Inventory is 
coordinated and supported by two international organisations: the German Council for Sustainable 
Development and the Stakeholder Forum. The website through which is possible to search the e-
Inventory is http://www.sdgseinventory.org/ (last accessed May 2014).
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4.2 Ecological modernization in the forestry policies post-2015
Measuring systems such as the Natural Capital Accounting (NCA) or the System of 
Environmental-Economic Accounts (SEEA) have been developed so that the management of 
forest can be informed by economic indicators. NCA is a method of accounting for wealth by 
taking into consideration, in addition to GDP, also natural capital both visible – such as timber 
forests, fisheries and agricultural land – and “invisible” – such as flood protection, carbon 
storage and biodiversity. SEEA is a framework to compile statistics which takes into account 
within one coherent system both economic and environmental statistics. By combining them, it 
is possible to show the economic consequences of adopting or keeping certain environmental 
practices and, vice versa, it is also possible to show the environmental impacts of widespread 
profit-driven practices. The researchers at SEEA are currently testing the possibility of 
developing baseline indicators for the post-2015.
It  is also worth mentioning that  a number of stakeholder proposals retrieved in the e-Inventory - 
in line with the recent negotiations at the UNFCCC COP 19 in Warsaw - would like to see an 
expansion of REDD+ policies in the post-2015. Whereas the design of specific guidelines for 
REDD+ policies will be left to the conference dealing with climate change (UNFCCC) it is 
interesting to see in this context that a strong support  for market-based forestry policies comes 
also from the policy-makers dealing with the broader - not  strictly environmental - development 
agenda of the United Nations.

4.3 Civic environmentalism in the forestry policies post-2015
Critical of the promise that  environmental protection and economic growth can be reconciliated, 
the representative for Pakistan at  the OWG - speaking also for India and Sri Lanka - said that 
forests “must not  be treated as a cost-free air purifier for those who have historically over-
occupied the space in global commons”. Whereas Pakistan seems to espouse the more radical 
strand of civic environmentalism, the representative of Argentina - speaking also for Ecuador 
and Bolivia - seems more akin to the concern of the reform-oriented strand of civic 
environmentalists as he calls for increasing inclusion of and a greater role for indigenous people 
in the management of forests. Although most  proposals contain goals, targets and indicators 
related to deforestation and forest degradation and thus related to the other two discourses, there 
are a few proposals in the SDG e-Inventory that address forestry policy from the point  of view 
of civic environmentalism. Bioresources Development and Conservation Programme (BDCP, 
Cameroon) proposes a target that “Local communities must  have rights that give them access, 
usage, management, extraction, exclusion, transfer right  on land/forest resources to be sure that 
their long term access to resources is secured and that this access can sustainably support their 
livelihoods”. This is similar to a target from The German NGO Forum on Environment  and 
Development, which states that “By 2030 the cultivation and management of forest by 
indigenous groups and other communities dependent on forests via traditional forms of usage 
and small-scale interferences must be excluded from restrictions” 

5. Discoursive elements of the Yasunì-ITT Initiative
In this section I will review from a discourse perspective the main arguments that have been put 
forward in favour of the famous Yasunì-ITT  Initiative (Ecuador). Then, I will compare those 
arguments against  the three meta-discourses introduced in the previous section. But  first, I 
briefly introduce the Yasunì-ITT Initiative.
In June 2007, Ecuadorian President Rafael Correa announced that he would forgo oil profits for 
one of the country’s largest  oil reserves (20% of its proven reserves9) in the Amazonian Yasunì 
National Park in exchange for donations from the international community to pay Ecuadorians 
to keep oil underground. Here are his actual words:
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“Ecuador doesn’t ask for charity, but  does ask that the international community share in the 
sacrifice and compensates us with at least half of what our country would receive, in recognition 
of the environmental benefits that  would be generated by keeping this oil underground”. 
(President  Correa, 2007). In August 2013 the reelected President  Correa decided to forgo the 
Initiative because not  enough money went  into the fund jointly administered by Ecuador and 
UNDP. The Yasunì-ITT  Initiative, after the name of the reserve’s oil fields (Ishpingo-
Tambococha-Tiputini), was a plan that if successful could have fulfilled three main objectives:

a) Protecting biodiversity. The Yasunì National Park is a UNESCO Man and Biosphere Reserve
of 982,000 hectares, considered by many scientists to be the single most biodiverse spot  on
the planet (Fontaine and Navarrez 2007; Finer et al. 2009). Such an incredible biodiversity
would be highly jeopardized if deforestation and oil drilling were allowed (Bass et  al. 2010).
This, however, is not the only risk, biodiversity is endangered also by the colonization of the
area allowed by camps and roads; this would lead to secondary deforestation, fragmentation
of habitats and intensified hunting and fishing (Franzen 2006).

b) Reducing CO2 emissions. There are three ways in which the Yasunì initiative helps in
reducing CO2 emission and thus helping in limiting global warming: firstly, the oil not
drilled will not be processed; secondly, the emissions coming from deforestation and forest
degradation are reduced; thirdly, the Yasunì initiative seeks to reinvest part of the found in
renewable energy projects (Larrea 2009).

c) Reducing poverty in Ecuador. The money coming from the fund would be allocated in health,
education and social development in order to ease the condition of those – a third of the total
population – who live below the poverty line (Larrea 2009).

According to Espinosa (2013), different story-lines contributed to create and strengthen the oil-
moratorium in the ITT  Region of Ecuador and to create the ITT-Initiative: indigenous peoples’ 
rights and territories, biodiversity conservation, and climate change mitigation.
The Waorani are indigenous people living in isolation in the Yasunì National Park and have very 
limited contact with outsiders. They are a hunter-gatherers tribe who have been constructed as 
fierce savages; mainly because of the attacks that  during the 1940s have been carried out  against 
the workers of the Royal-Dutch-Shell who were exploring the area for oil deposits. The 
dominant narrative for most  of last  century was that the Waorani needed to be pacified; this 
indeed happened later on during the 1970s when Texaco with the help of the government and 
Rachel Saint  from the Summer Institute of Linguistics conducted a program that effectively 
pushed most  of the Waorani into a small protectorate, less than 10% of their original territories. 
The unwillingness of the Waorani to be pacified and to let  oil companies drill on the territories 
which have historically been occupied by them has been considered “subversive” by the 
government which uses oil revenues to pay for the construction of highways which facilitated 
commercial exchanges and to finance several subsidies which invigorated the sense of 
citizenship of Ecuadorean people. Forced pacification of and violence towards the Waorani was 
thus justified in the name of national development.
Several forms of oil moratoria have been proposed over the years by the Waorani and by many 
NGOs concerned about the rainforests and the indigenous populations. These proposals were 
constructing a different  narrative according to which, instead of being subversive because they 
were slowing down oil-induced development, the Waorani were instead the victims of a planned 
ethnocide. Oil concessions and the construction of roads into the rainforests would bring 
civilization capable of destroying the culture, the territory and the lives of the Waorani 
(CONAIE 1992). The Waorani have been depicted by anthropologists as the last  free people, 
specially because they have not been contaminated by the modern world; they resorted to 
violence only when their territories have been threatened. This storyline displays elements 
common to the myth of the “bon sauvage” which idealizes the humans’ innate goodness when 
not corrupted by the civilization. Through interactions with environmental NGOs, the Waorani 
discourse partially shifted from an issue of territoriality to an environmental one; the indigenous 
population were portrayed as depositaries of a way of living which is inherently sustainable. 
Thus, one important  storyline built  around the ITT-Initiative was that  the oil moratorium would 
allow the eco-indigenous people to flourish again in the territories that were originally theirs.
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The Yasunì National Park in Ecuador is usually being depicted as the most  biodiverse spot on 
Earth - this is the second storyline. The actual expression “the most biodiverse spot  on Earth” 
appeared first  in the technical report  prepared following the Yasunì Day Research Symposium, 
which had been sponsored by the NGO Action Ecologica. The report had been signed by the 
more than 50 “Scientists concerned for the Yasunì National Park” (SCYNP). Since then, the 
storyline that the Yasunì National Park is a biodiversity paradise has been declined in a number 
of different ways. In many occasions the number of species in the Yasunì National Park has 
been compared to the number of species found elsewhere in order to advocate for stronger 
conservation efforts and, ultimately, the oil moratorium in the Yasunì National Park: “just one 
hectare in the Yasunì has more tree and shrub species than the entire United States and Canada 
combined” (SCYNP 2004: 2). According to the article appeared on TIME Magazine in 
December 2011, “Yasuni National Park - a 10,000-sq-km reserve on the western fringes of the 
Amazon basin - is indeed a paradise, considered by many scientists to be the single most 
biodiverse spot on the planet”. Carlos Larrea, professor of Political Economy at  the Universidad 
Andina Simòn Bolìvar and active advocate in favour of the Initiative states that “Ecuador is 
blessed by one of the most biodiverse natural and cultural endowments in the word. The country 
has the highest  amount of vertebrates per square kilometer on earth and is the second most 
diverse country of the world, taking into account only endemic species per square kilometer. 
Additionally, Ecuador ranks among the first ten most  abundant countries in absolute number of 
amphibians, birds and butterflies” (Larrea and Warnars 2009). 
The third storyline which contributed to the formation and the propagation of the Yasunì-ITT 
Initiative has to do with climate change mitigation. Since the UNFCCC agreement in 1992, and 
then with the Kyoto Protocol of 1998, scientific evidence according to which burning fossil 
fuels was the main culprit  for climate change started to pile up. The global policy was to 
diminish the production of fossil fuels in order to curb CO2 emissions. However, as there is still 
controversy within the peak-oil debate and, in any case, fossil fuels dependence cannot be 
immediately eliminated, the best strategy in the meantime was to leave the oil underground, 
especially in environmentally sensitive areas, like those rich in biodiversity (Oilwatch 2007). 
The Yasunì-ITT Initiative, according to this storyline, helps in curbing CO2 emissions by 
keeping both the oil unburnt and the CO2 stored into the trees. The increasingly allowed 
differential treatment  of states within international environmental law also played a role in the 
creation of the conditionality clause within the oil-moratorium in the Yasunì National Park. 
Given the principle Common but Differentiated Responsibilities enshrined into the international 
climate regime, Ecuador, a developing country, need not meet binding emission targets; this fact 
helped the case of the proponents of the Yasunì-ITT Initiative in one crucial way: Ecuador, in 
the person of its President  Correa, could give force to the threat  that  oil was rightly and 
legitimately exploitable if the government really wanted to.

5.1. The story-lines and the discourses
The story-lines which contributed to the creation of the oil-moratorium in the Yasunì National 
Park in Ecuador clearly display elements of the more general discourses being made about the 
environment. The first storyline depicts the Waorani people as inherently sustainable people 
who see as dangerous and potentially disastrous any intrusion of civilization and its profit-
oriented practices into their lifestyles. The radical strand of the civic environmentalism 
discourse - with its strong skepticism towards market  oriented solutions to climate change and 
policies negotiated at the supranational level - and the indegenous storyline thus share the same 
narrative. Both the second and the third storyline rely on a mixture of scientific evidence and 
economic arguments to construct the oil-moratorium: the Yasunì National Park is presented in 
terms of its lush biodiversity whose disappearance can be economically damaging (in terms of 
tourism and genetic material that can be used for medical research); the Park is also presented in 
terms of the CO2 that  is trapped into its vegetation and underneath its soil and whose release 
would be extremely damaging on both the global environment  and, consequently, on the 
economies of the developed states, which ideally should foot the bill by allocating additional 
funds to climate change mitigation. Both the second and the third story-lines contain the typical 
elements of the green governamentality and ecological modernization discourse: evidence based 
construction of environmental threats and their solution in terms of market-based mechanisms.
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6. The discoursive elements of “Environmental blackmail”
The claim according to which the Yasunì-ITT Initiative can be considered a form of 
environmental blackmail has been raised a number of time10. The Yasunì-ITT Initiative had 
been built from the many interlinked issues and discourses and together they contributed to the 
creation of the oil moratorium. It  could be argued that the expression “environmental 
blackmail” relates to just  some of them while at  the same time downplays the importance of 
others. 
Let’s leave aside the technicalities on the concept of “blackmail” found in the legal literature11 
and let  me analyse the expression from an unsophisticated perspective. It can be said that  the 
concept of “blackmail” within the expression “environmental blackmail” relates to some sort  of 
exchange, and, secondly to a power relationship between two parties. The word has also a 
negative moral connotation which can be cashed out  in terms of the coercion or dominance that 
one party exerts on the other. 
The world “environmental” within the expression “environmental blackmail” could be linked to 
at  least two different acceptations: firstly, it might mean that natural resources are used as a 
bargaining chip to obtain some sort  of deal; secondly, it might  also mean that the exchange 
between the two parties has repercussions or externalities - positive in the case of the Yasunì-
ITT Initiative but it is not  unthinkable that  is some other situation they might also be negative - 
on the environment. Thus, the word “environmental” complements the word “blackmail” by 
adding either a specification - what the nature of the exchange is - or a justification - why the 
alleged blackmail is good nonetheless.
The first sense of “environmental blackmail” - as morally dubious exchange between two 
parties in which natural resources are used as bargaining chips - relates to the discourse of 
ecological modernization because it highlights the fact that  natural resources are instrumentally 
valued in order to achieve a certain outcome and do not have an intrinsic value (Rival 2010).
In this first  interpretation of the expression, the main storyline being presented is that of 
marketization of nature: by considering the Yasunì Park in terms of the natural capital of its 
forests, the resources underneath, and the biodiversity it  is possible to place a monetary value 
upon it and trade it in the international arena.
Also the second, and in some sense more charitable, interpretation of environmental blackmail - 
as exchange between two parties in which the morally dubious action undertaken by one party is 
counterbalanced by the positive repercussions that such action has on the environment  - can be 
taken to represent  one important storyline within the ecological modernization discourse. In this 
second interpretation of the expression, the main storyline being presented is that of win-win 
solutions: money to sustain developmental policies is raised while nature is also being looked 
after. Both interpretations, in turn, rely on the theoretical substratum provided by the green 
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10  The parallel between the Yasunì-ITT  Initiative and “environmental blackmail” has been suggested by 
the titles given to articles in TIME Magazine “Rain forest for Ransom” and the Chicago Tribune 
“Ransoming Paradise”; Ecuadorean journalist Lorena Fernandez in an article titled “Get real, Ecuador” 
claims that the Initiative resembles a form of extortion; David Kestenbaum in an article for NPR titled 
“Give me the money or I’ll shoot the trees” claims that the sales pitch of the proponents of the Initiative 
“runs the risk of sounding a bit like blackmail”. Politicians had been vocal about the Initiative as well; 
according to Dirk Niebel, the current German economic cooperation and development minister, the 
Yasunì-ITT Initiative could be a dangerous precedent that could trigger a slippery slope towards a 
situation in which other states could potentially bargain a compensation in exchange for leaving the 
natural resources untouched. The same stance had been taken by Billy Pizer, a former deputy assistant 
secretary for environment and energy under President Obama.

11 The concept of blackmail has enjoyed very long and careful consideration in the legal scholarship. This 
is due to the so-called “paradox of blackmail”, i.e. the fact that, as put it by Berman (1998), “I am legally 
free to reveal embarrassing information about you.  Generally speaking, I am also free to negotiate 
payment to refrain from exercising a legal right. But if I combine the two offering to remain silent for a 
fee, I am guilty of a felony: blackmail”. The paradox concerns the fact that two legal or moral rights can 
make a legal or moral wrong.
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governamentality discourse which constructs the possibility that nature be quantified and 
considered in terms of of CO2 emissions, number of species lost, or amount  of land lost  to 
desertification.
The expression “environmental blackmail” - no matter the understanding one might  decide to 
endorse - thus downplay the early storyline on the rights and territories of indigenous people 
and the importance that  their voices be heard in the creation and support  of the oil-moratorium. 
It  also - albeit  indirectly - downplays the broader discursive formation critical of the very 
marketization of nature that the storyline focusing on the requests of the Waorani people 
implicitly underpins. When the expression “environmental blackmail” is used to refer to the 
Yasunì-ITT Initiative, it mostly represents the ecological modernization and the green 
governamentality discourses; it  does not however represents the aspects of the Initiative that are 
mostly related to the civic environmentalism discourse. From a civic environmentalism 
perspective, the expression “environmental blackmail” is at  the very least a partial 
representation of the policy proposing the oil-moratorium.

7. A post-colonialist perspective
Postcolonialism is not a theory, rather a perspective which relies on different theories (Marxism, 
Feminism, Post-structuralism, etc.) in order to articulate the many forms in which the 
continuing cultural and political ramifications of colonialism reproduce and perpetuate 
themselves in both colonizing and colonized societies. It  is also a set  of conceptual resources 
(Young 2001: 64) drawn from different  disciplines such as history, literature, geography, 
philosophy, anthropology, and sociology.
“Post” in front of “colonialism” is both a temporal specification - it  comes after colonialism and 
imperialism - and a qualitative specification - after the decolonization process, the dynamics of 
domination and control took a different avenue. In this latter sense, the term “postcolonial” puts 
emphasis on the economic, material, and cultural conditions that  determine the global system in 
which the newly decolonized state found and continue to find themselves - one featuring 
prominently the interests of international capital and of the economic powers of the world. The 
term is both descriptive and critical12, as by unveiling the processes of continuing colonization, 
post-colonialist scholars seek the transformation of the current social order. 
In its most radical strand, the civic environmentalism discourse tries to expose some of the 
power relations and dynamics that  also post-colonialist  scholars seek to uncover, to the extent 
that it  would not be inappropriate to say that, when it  comes to matters regarding the 
environment, civic environmentalism represents the discourse through which the postcolonial 
concerns are articulated. This is evident, for example, in the general distrust of the civic 
environmentalism discourse for market-based mechanism, which finds a precise  parallel in the 
post-colonialist  criticisms of neoliberal policies. The communality between the two perspectives 
- post-colonialism and civic environmentalism - is epitomized also by expressions such as 
“carbon colonialism” in order to refer to those projects in the South funded by developed 
countries: on the one side, developed countries maintain their levels of consumption while 
getting credit  for carbon savings; on the other side, in order to be eligible for carbon credits, 
they also have to monitor that  certain techniques of forests management  are employed, thus 
sometimes marginalizing other forms of forests management, such as indigenous ones.
If we take civic environmentalism to represent the environmental position of a post-colonialist 
perspective, then, I believe two conclusions can be reached regarding how a post-colonialist 
stance would judge the Yasunì-ITT Initiative and the expression “environmental blackmail” that 
has been used to refer to it:
(i) it would be critical of the expression “environmental blackmail” because it presents a partial 

narrative, one in which the role of the indigenous people and their fights over the years for a 
territory free from the civilization and its profit-driven logic have little importance on the fate 
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Fay (1993), “wants to explain a social order in such a way that it becomes itself the catalyst which leads 
to the transformation of the society”.
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of the Yasunì-ITT  Initiative. This can be seen as all the more damaging for the Initiative in 
this particular moment: President  Correa formally said that, as the policy did not  achieve the 
target  donation by August 2013, the area will be drilled. The opposition to Correa’s decision 
is fierce: many NGOs have not  given up the Initiative, and are seeking to collect signatures to 
have a referendum challenging the decision of the National Assembly of allowing the drilling 
of the Yasunì-ITT  blocks. Forgetting about one (particularly important) discursive formation - 
indigenous people’s rights and territories and, more generally, civic environmentalism’s 
position in terms of stakeholders’ participation - might prove fatal at  this stage of the political 
battle.

(ii) it  would judge the Yasunì-ITT  Initiative as a mixed bag of discursive elements: on the one 
side, a promising policy in which some of the post-colonialist stances are taken into 
consideration such as the respects for indigenous cultures and their traditional way of living; 
however, these elements are partially outweighed by the overall neoliberal structure of the 
policy which puts a price on nature and seeks to marketize it.
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