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How ‘green’ is the blue economy? 

Introduction 

The chapter will give the reader the conceptual resources needed to answer the 

question: how ‘green’ is the blue economy. The chapter beings with some preliminary 

discussion of relevant distinctions. Next the history of humanity’s modification of the 

environment is considered to provide some context and relevant insights. This is 

followed by the presentation of a series of conceptual frameworks. 

Preliminaries 

On the question: “How ‘green’ is the blue economy?” 

Rather than answer the question “How green is the blue economy?” this chapter 

will ask it. Here is why. Firstly, any answer will depend on what is meant by the word 

‘green’ and this will vary depending on the position of the person using the word. There 

are a number of issues that affect the meaning of the word ‘green’ and what meaning is 

adopted, and that is because ‘green’ (as it is used here) is an ‘essentially contested 

concept’ (Gallie 1956). These issues will be examined in detail. Secondly, to answer the 

question, it is necessary to have a sufficient level of knowledge of the nature of the blue 

economy. The author of this chapter does not possess sufficient knowledge of the nature 

of the blue economy, so will not offer to answer the question. But readers of this chapter 

will be able to draw upon their own knowledge of the blue economy. So, what this 
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chapter will do is provide a set of conceptual resources for the reader. When combined 

with a sufficient knowledge of the actual nature of the blue economy, readers will be 

able to answer the question for themselves. 

 

The meanings of words ‘blue’ and ‘green’ 

The ‘blue economy’ will be understood as referring to that part of the economy 

associated with the ocean. Importantly, there are a number of ways the term ‘blue 

economy’ is used in the literature (Smith-Godfrey 2016). In some contexts, the term 

‘blue economy’ is used in an evaluative sense, where the use of the word ‘blue’ is taken 

to be an endorsement. However, here ‘blue economy’ will be used as a purely 

descriptive term, i.e., to refer to the ocean economy. 

 

However, the word ‘green’ will be used as an evaluative term, as a default 

positions its application will be taken to be an endorsement. However, different people 

have different positions on how ‘green’ the blue economy should be. So, it is possible 

that, on one person’s understanding the blue economy is ‘too green’ and on another 

person’s understanding it is ‘not green enough’. But either way the question “How 

green is the blue economy?” will be understood as an essentially evaluative question.  

Descriptions/Predictions versus Prescriptions 

The distinction between description/prediction and prescription is important. 

Description is a characterisation of past or present objects, events, or states of affairs 

that does not involve evaluative judgements of those objects, events, or states of affairs. 

Some assume that it is impossible to describe in a value-free way. For discussion of this 
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issue see (McMullin 2001). Such people assume that values (be they personal, social, 

institutional, or political) are always involved in any purported value-free description. 

This is a denial of the ‘fact/value’ distinction. However, in this chapter it will be 

assumed that it is possible to describe large parts of the world independently from 

values. This assumption is consistent with the existence of the is/ought gap (Hume 1984: 

521). 

Associated with description is prediction. Here it will be assumed that prediction 

is a characterisation of the state of future objects, events, or states of affairs, and again 

these characterisations do not involve evaluative judgements. Humans use many 

methods for predicting the future. Sciences such as physics, chemistry and biology are 

the best method humans have yet devised for prediction. Science is not perfect at 

prediction, but within certain limits it is reasonably good. This chapter will assume that 

it is possible to describe and predict (however imperfectly) the nature of, and processes 

associated with, the blue economy. 

 

Prescription is distinct from both description and prediction. Prescriptions are 

characterisations of what should, or ought, be the case. One person may take the view 

that the present state of certain objects, events or states of affair is the way they should 

be, and in such cases that person will not take action to change the status quo. 

Alternatively, another person may take the view that the present state of certain objects, 

events, or states of affairs is not the way they should be, and so that person, assuming 

they have the power to do so, many take action to change the status quo.  
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Pragmatic and Ethical Prescriptions 

Two forms of prescription are relevant here. Both can be understood with 

reference to how people should act but the ‘should’ in each case is understood 

differently. The first use of ‘should’ is pragmatic, the second is ethical. 

 

Pragmatic ‘should’ claims relate to situations in which a person A seeks a certain 

outcome Z and there are certain things X & Y that need to happen for Z to occur. Thus 

A ‘should’ act to bring about X & Y so that Z occurs. Person A may be motivated by a 

range of motivations, for example, personal preference, but for the purpose of this 

analysis it is assumed that ethical considerations are not the motivations. In this 

situation the ‘should’ is a pragmatic prescription. 

 

Ethical ‘should’ claims relate to a situation in which a person B seeks a certain 

outcome W and there are certain things U & V that need to happen for that outcome to 

occur. Thus B ‘should’ act to bring about U & V so that W occurs. Person B may be 

motivated by a range of ethical motivations, and the nature of possible ethical 

motivations will be considered later in this chapter. In this situation the ‘should’ is an 

ethical prescription. 

 

In order to understand the distinction, consider one person who does not 

experience any ethical motivation at all in some situation. In other words, they are not 

motivated by ethics to do anything in this situation. So, if they think they should do 

anything it is not because they think ethical considerations prescribe action. None-the-
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less they may well have a rich and complex set of assumptions about what they should 

do.  

 

For the purposes of the distinction drawn here, it is assumed that the pragmatic 

sense of should and the ethical sense of should can be considered independently. 

However, it is often the case that pragmatic and ethical prescriptions are not considered 

independently simply because of the complex set of relations within which people exist.  

 

It is possible to interpret the question “how green is the blue economy?” in a 

purely pragmatic sense. To illustrate this, consider a person that feels no ethical 

motivations. Even in the absence of any ethical motivations, this person may have an 

interest in how well the ocean ecosystem is functioning in the service of their own ends. 

Assuming that this person wishes to gain some benefit from the ocean, then there are 

certain actions that person should pursue (or endorse) and there are certain actions that 

that person should not pursue (or not endorse). This pragmatic analysis of the question 

“how green the blue economy?” aligns with a use of the word ‘green’ that could simply 

mean ‘good housekeeping’ in a purely self-interested sense of that phrase. 

 

In contrast to the purely pragmatic analysis of the question is the ethical analysis 

of the question. In this case in addition to pragmatic ‘shoulds’ there are also ethical 

‘shoulds’. Here it will be assumed that ethical ‘shoulds’ arise because of ethical 

motivations. However, this is only one way to characterise the nature and origins of 

ethical ‘shoulds’. There is much debate in metaethics about the nature and origins of 

ethical ‘shoulds’, for example, see (Copp 2006). But a full analysis is beyond the scope 
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of this chapter. For present purposes it is enough to acknowledge that people are subject 

to a range of ethical motivations, that may be directed toward a range of entities, objects, 

objects, events, or states of affairs, including but not limited to themselves, other 

humans, other individual non-human organisms, other species, ecosystems, and other 

features of the Earth, such as rivers and mountains.  

 

In the normal course of psychological development humans come to experience 

ethical motivations and as such they are referred to as ‘moral agents’. Those humans 

may experience ethical motivations toward other ‘moral agents’ (other humans who 

have undergone the normal course of psychological development), or other entities that 

are not ‘moral agents’ themselves. Entities that are not themselves moral agents, but 

nonetheless are granted ‘ethical standing’ are termed ‘moral patients’. Moral agents 

hold other moral agents morally accountable for their actions, but do not hold moral 

patients morally accountable. 

Environmental History 

Later in the chapter a range of conceptual resources will be introduced relevant 

to readers when answering the question “How green is the blue economy?” for 

themselves. But before that it will be valuable to review some environmental history. 

 

What follows is a review of environmental history on land over approximately 

the last 10,000 years. The purpose of this review is twofold. Firstly, it provides insights 

into how humanity has modified the land over that period, and secondly, drawing on 

those insights it gives the reader a chance to reflect on how the next 10,000 years might 

unfold in terms of how humanity modifies both land and sea. Thus, the reader is invited 
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to imagine what the next 10,000 years will look like (and prediction) and what it should 

look like (a prescription) on both land and sea. 

 

Homo sapiens (evolutionarily modern humans) emerged around 200,000 years 

ago and existed in hunter-gather groups up until around 10,000 years ago, when humans 

first began to domesticate crops and animals. Humans have always modified the 

biosphere to a greater or lesser extent. The nature and extent of this modification can be 

understood with reference to five periods of ‘cultural ecology’ suggested by (Thompson 

1989) and used by (Simmons 1993) whose analysis will be drawn upon here. The five 

periods are: Hunter-gathering and early agriculture; Riverine civilizations; Agricultural 

empires; The Atlantic-industrial era; and, The Pacific-global era. 

Hunter-gathering and early agriculture 

Hunter-gathering was the first period of cultural ecology, before the 

establishment of towns and cities, where human groups moved around over relatively 

large territory. While the impact of hunter-gathering on the environment was relatively 

small in comparison to more recent human activity, it still occurred. The significance of 

that impact varied.  

 

Sometimes it was not obvious. For example, analysis of the composition of 

forests in Peru indicates that hunter-gather groups have lived in those forests for 

thousands of years without affecting the nature of that forest (Piperno et al. 2021). 

 

Sometimes it was very obvious. Many assume that humans were responsible for 

the extinction of many mammals and birds in Australia (during the Pleistocene) in the 
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Americas (at the end of the Pleistocene) and across the Pacific (in the Holocene 

(Meltzer 2015). This extinction event is most marked in North America where two-

thirds of the so-called ‘megafauna’ disappeared from the fossil record (Simmons 1993: 

4). 

 

And sometimes it was more nuanced. Hunter-gather groups used fire to clear the 

land and stimulate new growth of plants that in turn attracted animals that could then be 

hunted. For example, in Tasmania Indigenous people used fire to convert forest to fern 

heath and tussock grassland attracting wallabies, bandicoots and possums that where 

then hunted (Simmons 1993: 5). 

 

While there were impacts, hunter gather societies managed their environmental 

impact using a range of beliefs and cultural practices, for example, rituals that lead to 

regular variation of hunting areas, or beliefs that protected some species from hunting 

(Simmons 1993: 7). 

Riverine Civilizations and Agricultural Empires 

The next phase of cultural ecology is the period of Riverine Civilizations first 

emerging in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus and Yellow River valleys. In this phase 

humans began controlling water on a large-scale using irrigation, mitigating against the 

limiting effect of seasonal variability of rain. This allowed for food to be produced in 

larger amounts that in turn allowed for the development of complex civilisations. 

However, along with the benefits of civilisation, there were environmental costs such as, 

as, salinity and siltation problems (Morozova 2005). For example, by 1700 BCE salinity 

and siltation were serious problems in Mesopotamia, and these environmental issues 
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coincided with more than an estimated 50% decline in human population between 1900 

BCE and 1600 BCE (Simmons 1993: 13). 

 

Following the Riverine Civilisations, that were reasonably localised in 

geographical regions (for example, the land surrounding the Nile), were the Agricultural 

Empires that extended over larger areas, such as Roman, Indian, and Chinese 

Civilisations. This form of cultural ecology existed in various manifestations up to the 

Industrial Revolution. 

 

During this time human technological capacity for environmental modification 

continued to increase, leading to further food surpluses that in turn lead to increasing 

social complexity. As was the case previously, the management of the technological 

capacity for environmental modification was often incorporated into the beliefs and 

customs of the civilisations themselves, such as is illustrated by the Water Temples of 

Bali (Lansing 1987). But, in contrast, to environmental management practices that were 

embedded within cultural beliefs and practices, sometimes what might be seen today as 

‘positive’ environmental outcomes were actually side-effects of the pursuit of other 

interests and purposes. For example, in medieval Europe kings and princes designated 

large areas as royal forest for the purpose of preserving habitat for the game they wished 

to hunt. This had the side-effect of preserving areas of forests as reasonably undisturbed 

ecosystems. And the Venetian Republic maintained a forest for the explicit purpose of 

ensuring a supply of wood for use in shipbuilding within the Arsenal (Simmons 1993: 

22-26). So, it is important to remember that environmental modification (that might be 
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considered ‘good’, ‘neutral’ or ‘bad’) can sometimes be explicitly pursued, or can be the 

side effect of other pursuits. 

 

It is interesting to note that within all of the cultural ecologies up to this point 

there was a recognisable connection between environmental management and cultural 

beliefs and practices. After this point there is a less obvious connection between 

environmental management and cultural beliefs and practices (Wood 2019). This may 

be a function of the speed of environmental modification that has occurred since the 

beginning of the Industrial Revolution. Perhaps the speed of the change meant that 

insights into appropriate environmental management practices did not have time to be 

embedded within the wider set of cultural beliefs and practices. 

The Atlantic-industrial and Pacific-global eras 

The Industrial Revolution began in Britain at the end of the eighteenth century. 

This involved large scale use of energy derived from fossil fuels and fundamentally 

changed the relationship between humans and the non-human world. The significant 

transformation that the industrial revolution began, continues to this day. There are 

many dimensions to the transformation that began with the industrial revolution. But 

one way of understanding the difference between the hunter-gather era and the present 

industrial era is in terms of energy consumption via the use of fossil fuels. The energy 

available to humans in the form of fossil fuels has resulted in a greatly increased 

capacity for environmental modification. Fossil fuel powered machines and motors on 

both land and sea have allow humans to act in ways that were not possible in the pre-

fossil fuel era.  



 
 
11 
 

 

Lessons from Environmental History 

The purpose of reviewing environmental history is to highlight the fact that 

humans have come to dominate the terrestrial portions of the planet, and that 

domination has brought with it benefits to humans, but it has also brought with it costs 

to the environment. Through the last 10,000 years humans have learnt perhaps too 

slowly what is ‘appropriate’ and what is ‘not appropriate’ in terms of environmental 

modification on land. There is now the opportunity to apply these lessons to the next 

10,000 years on the oceans (and the land).  

 

Humans have always interacted with the oceans, but most of the human 

domination of the planet has involved modifications of terrestrial ecosystems. Humans 

are now beginning what might be considered the equivalent of both the agricultural and 

industrial revolutions in the oceans. Indeed, as Marra (2005: 175) observes: “Following 

the cultivation of land for food, society must take the next step: large scale 

domestication of the ocean.” However, not everyone agrees that large scale 

domestication of the ocean must occur. But to the extent that domestication of the ocean 

will occur: how should that proceed? The question “how (if at all) should the 

domestication of the ocean proceed?” is one among several asked in this chapter that 

will help the reader answer the central question: “how green is the blue economy?” 

Land degradation and ocean degradation 

An important lesson learnt from the past 10,000 years of humanity’s agricultural 

and relatively more recent industrial use of the terrestrial environment is that the 

environment can be degraded. This lesson can be applied to the marine environment as 
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humanity attempts to avoid the equivalent mistakes. Obviously, the marine environment 

is different to the terrestrial environment, but there are still important parallels between 

the two, such that the lessons learnt on land can be applied in the oceans. One parallel 

will be examined here. The purpose of drawing this particular parallel is simply 

illustrative. It is intended to prompt in the mind of the reader further parallels. 

 

Consider the parallel between widespread land degradation and widespread 

ocean degradation. There are a number of forms of land degradation, including soil 

erosion, salination and desertification. In a general sense, half of the land area of the 

planet has been disturbed by humans in some way, and when excluding land that is 

uninhabitable by humans (i.e., areas of rock, ice or barren land) ¾ of all habitable land 

has been disturbed in some way (Hannah et al. 1994). But to focus on desertification, 

Eswaran, Lal, and Reich (2001: 30) report that “Desertification is experienced on 33% 

of the global land surface and affects more than one billion people, half of whom live in 

Africa.” 

 

An equivalent to desertification on land might be ocean acidification. As CO2 is 

released with the burning of fossil fuels a portion of that CO2 dissolves in the ocean. 

This changes the pH of the ocean making the ocean more acidic over time. One 

consequence of this is that marine organisms that have shells are affected. The increased 

acidity of the ocean reduces the organism’s capacity to maintain its shell because the 

increased acidity leads to increased rates of the shell being dissolved by the more acidic 

water. Thus, acidification has “the potential for direct and profound impacts on our 

living marine ecosystems.” (Feely, Doney, and Cooley 2009: 46). One of the many 
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implications of both land degradation and ocean degradation, is biodiversity loss. The 

question: “what is the appropriate attitude to biodiversity loss?” is another question that 

will help the reader answer the central question: “how green is the blue economy?” 

 

Some distinctions 

When considering the question “what is the appropriate attitude to biodiversity 

loss?”, a number of distinctions are relevant. Firstly, the distinction between facts and 

values, secondly, the distinction between description and prescription, and thirdly, the 

distinction between pragmatic and ethical prescriptions. 

 

The previous section introduced the concept of biodiversity loss. For the 

purposes of this chapter, it will be assumed that humans are causing biodiversity loss. 

But is biodiversity loss a ‘bad’ thing? Biodiversity loss may not be a ‘bad’ thing. If a 

person has no interest in maintaining the current set of species that exist on the planet, it 

may not be a bad thing. As the geological record shows, biodiversity recovered after the 

five mass extinction events of the past, so the fact that biodiversity is being lost now is 

not, in and of itself, enough to conclude that it is a bad thing. It is only a bad thing if a 

particular value judgement is made about these facts. Namely, the judgement that they 

are bad. For members of species that would replace the current set of species (after the 

biosphere recovers on the other side of the next mass extinction), presumably it would 

be a good thing. However, if a person makes the judgement that they are bad then, for 

that person at least, they are bad. But in what sense are they bad? Two possibilities are 

relevant here. Biodiversity loss may be bad pragmatically, or it may be bad ethically. 
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If entities that have ethical standing are impacted sufficiently negatively by 

biodiversity loss, then these events are bad ethically, and thus ethical prescriptions, that 

these events should not happen, may be relevant. If no entities that have ethical standing 

are impacted sufficiently negatively by biodiversity loss, then these events are not bad 

ethically. However, they may be bad pragmatically. 

 

The previous section also introduced the concept of ‘degradation’. Is land and 

ocean degradation a ‘bad’ thing? Before addressing this question, it should be 

acknowledged that the word ‘degradation’ is usually understood as essentially carrying 

a negative connotation, in that all ‘degradation’ is ‘bad’. So, to avoid begging the 

question here, the negative connotation will be set aside. In other words, the question 

we are addressing here is this: is the value free physical process that is usually identified 

by the word ‘degradation’ a bad thing? Call this land or ocean degradationvf. 

 

And, as was the case with the concept of biodiversity loss, land or ocean 

degradationvf may not be a bad thing. If a person has no interest in maintaining a certain 

capacity of land or ocean (that is lost when the land or ocean undergoes degradationvf) 

then it is not a bad thing. It is only a bad thing if a particular value judgement is made 

about these facts. Namely, the judgement that they are bad. If a person makes the 

judgement that they are bad then, for that person at least, they are bad. But in what 

sense are they bad? Two possibilities are relevant here. Land or ocean degradationvf 

may be bad pragmatically, or they may be bad ethically. 
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If entities that have ethical standing are impacted sufficiently negatively by land 

or ocean degradationvf, then these events are bad ethically and thus ethical prescriptions 

that these events should not happen may be relevant. If no entities that have ethical 

standing are impacted sufficiently negatively by land or ocean degradationvf, then these 

events are not bad ethically. However, they may be bad pragmatically. 

 

Of course, many humans do have an interest in both maintaining biodiversity 

and avoiding land and ocean degradationvf. If one assumes that all humans have ethical 

standing and that at least some humans will be impacted sufficiently negatively by 

biodiversity loss and land/ocean degradationvf then both are ethically bad. The threshold 

at which some impact is ‘sufficiently negative’ will vary on a number of factors and a 

full analysis of those factors will again take us beyond the scope of this chapter. But 

each person will have their own position on what that threshold is, and society more 

broadly will come to a socially mediated position on that threshold through a range of 

social processes. 

Conceptual frameworks 

Anthropocentrism versus Non-anthropocentrism 

The previous section was focused on the impact of biodiversity loss and 

biosphere degradation on humans but that is not the only possibility. For example, if 

one assumes that non-human organisms have ethical standing and that at least some 

non-human organisms will be impacted sufficiently negatively by biodiversity loss and 

land/ocean degradationvf, then both are ethically bad. 
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A way to understand concerns beyond the human sphere is to use the concept of 

circles of concern. Imagine a set of concentric circles that represent a hierarchy of 

concerns that one individual may have. Contained within the central circle are the things 

of greatest concern to the individual. And contained within each of the other circles of 

the set are other things of less concern, such that the distance from the centre of the set 

of concentric circles represents the level and nature of concern the individual has for the 

thing.  

 

For example, perhaps for one person only the interests of themselves and their 

close friends and family and pets are of primary concern, so it is only these interests that 

are represented in the central circle of the set. The next group of concerns for this 

person might be the social, economic, and environmental circumstances that serve the 

interests of the entities in the central circle. Perhaps the next group of concerns for this 

person might be the interests of other humans that are not in their inner circle. Perhaps 

the next group of concerns for this person might be the social, economic, and 

environmental circumstances that serve the interests of these other humans. 

 

But this is not the only possibility. For another person perhaps all the interests of 

all humans are of primary concern, so it is these interests that are represented in the 

central circle of the set.  The next group of concerns for this person might be the social, 

economic, and environmental circumstances that serve the interests of all humans. 
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Both these examples assume that concerns associated with humans, either 

particular humans, or all humans, are located within the central circle. Broadly speaking 

this is Anthropocentrism. But Anthropocentrism is not the only possibility.  

 

It may be that for another person the central circle contains the interests of all 

animals with a certain level of sentience (such that they are able to experience pleasure 

and pain). Broadly speaking this is Sentiocentrism, and includes the position advocated 

by (Singer 1993). Other concerns located in circles further from the centre related to 

aspects of the environment that serve the interests of all sentient organisms. 

 

Or it may be that for another person the central circle contains the interests 

relevant to the maintenance of the integrity of the biosphere as a whole. Broadly 

speaking this is Biocentrism and includes positions such as Deep Ecology (Sessions 

1995) and The Land Ethic (Callicott 2001). Other concerns located in circles further 

from the centre related to the non-living aspects of the environment (for example the 

chemical composition of the ocean) that serve the interests of the biosphere as a whole. 

 

To repeat, these different hierarchies of concern are generally labelled 

Anthropocentrism (when humans dominate the concerns within the central circles, 

Sentiocentrism (when sentient organisms dominate the concerns within the central 

circles, and humans are not considered more important than other sentient species) and 

Biocentrism (when the interests of the biosphere dominate the concerns within the 

central circles and sentient organism are not considered more important than other non-

sentient organisms). 
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Different people may locate their concerns for different entities, objects, events 

and states of affairs within different circles in the set of concentric circles. The choices 

they make may be motivated by individual preference, or practical or ethical 

considerations. One way to understand the hierarchy of concerns is by classifying 

entities, objects, events or states of affairs as either instrumentally valuable or 

intrinsically valuable and locating the things of intrinsic value closer to the centre of the 

set of concentric circles and things of instrumental value further from the centre of the 

set of concentric circles. 

Instrumental versus Intrinsic Value 

Now consider the distinction between instrumental value and intrinsic value. An 

entity, object, event, or state of affairs has instrumental value when it is serves some 

purpose to achieve some other thing. Perhaps this other thing is only instrumentally 

valuable as well. It may serve yet some other purpose. Indeed, there may be long strings 

of instrumental relationships between a series of entities, objects, events, or states of 

affairs. But if all the assumed value in any set of instrumental relationships is only of 

this instrumental sort, then in effect there is no value at all. There must be some value 

that is not instrumental. It is this non-instrumental value that affects all the instrumental 

things in the set and imbues them all with their instrumental value. Call this value 

intrinsic value. 

 

 O'Neill (2001: 164-65) offers a number of characterisations of intrinsic value, 

three of which will be considered here. One sense of intrinsic value is value experienced 

by a valuer ‘for its own sake’. The valuable entity, object, event or state of affairs is not 
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used to attain anything else, rather it is valuable for its own sake. For example a person 

may not benefit in any practical sense from studying birds, but none-the-less may value 

studying birds for its own sake (O'Neill 2001: 164). 

Another sense of intrinsic value is related to the granting of ethical standing to 

an entity, object, event or state of affairs. This granting of ethical standing is often 

associated with the assumption that the entity, object, event or state of affairs is an end 

in itself. This is the central idea of the ‘humanity’ version of Kant’s categorical 

imperative: “Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own 

person or in the person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at the same 

time as an end” (Kant 1964: 429). 

 

Humans are usually taken to be ends in themselves, but other entities, objects, 

events, or states of affairs may also be taken to be ends in themselves. The guiding idea 

here is that because a thing is an end in itself it is worthy of ethical standing. Thus, non-

human entities could be granted the same status if one adopts a modified biocentric 

version of the categorical imperative as follows: “Act in such a way that you always 

treat life, whether in your own species or in any other, never simply as a means, but 

always at the same time as an end”. 

 

The final sense of intrinsic value is to be considered here is based on the 

assumed existence of ‘objective value’. Objective value is an important concept in 

environmental philosophy, as it is in all of ethics, simply because moral judgements are 

taken by most people to be “objectively prescriptive” (Mackie 1977: 35). 
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Shallow and deep environmental ethics 

The distinction between instrumental and intrinsic values is helpful in 

understanding the distinction between shallow and deep environmental ethics.  

 

Shallow environmental ethics aligns with the assumption that all intrinsic values 

are closely associated with humans. Any values in the non-human world are 

instrumental values. To illustrate this, take the case above of a person studying the 

behaviour of birds for their own sake. A person endorsing a shallow environmental 

ethic may seek to protect the habitat of the birds and seek to ensure that birds persist in 

their habitat, but all of this is pursued instrumentally. The relevant intrinsic value is 

related to the actual study of the birds. The study itself is taken, by the studier of birds, 

to be intrinsically valuable, and because the studier of birds is a person, that person is 

granted ethical standing so the interests of that person (in this case the interest in 

studying birds for its own sake) are to be respected. Or as O’Neill puts it, because “y is 

of value to x, and x has ethical standing, then there is a prima facie ethical duty for 

ethical agents not to deprive x of y” (2001: 165). 

 

Of course, there are much more serious far-reaching interests (other than 

studying birds) that are respected in shallow environmental ethics, such as the 

maintenance of complex social, economic, and political structures that further 

individual and collective human interests. But they are all ultimately based on intrinsic 

values located within the human realm (and closely related to the ethical standing of 

humans). 
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In contrast, deep environmental ethics aligns with the assumption that there are 

intrinsic values associated with the non-human world, and these intrinsic values are 

taken to imply ethical standing. 

 

Thus, again taking the example above, it is not that a person happens to find 

intrinsic value in studying birds in their habitat. Rather, it is taken to be the case that 

birds, or indeed the environment that offers birds a habitat, are intrinsically valuable in 

and of themselves, and that may also imply ethical standing. And perhaps this value is 

taken to be objective value. 

Weak versus Strong Sustainability 

Another distinction of relevance to this analysis is the distinction between weak 

and strong sustainability. See (Davies 2013) for review. Weak and strong sustainability 

can be understood with reference to different assumptions about the preservation of 

different forms of capital. Capital is the stock of resources that can be used to serve the 

interests of humans. Capital exists in a number of forms. Natural capital potentially 

includes all the physical matter on Earth (excluding humans, and the matter already 

modified by humans) and the incoming energy from the Sun that could be appropriated 

for human use. In a biocentric sense all living organism benefit to some extent from this 

natural capital. But of course, in a narrower anthropocentric sense, many plants and 

non-human animals are understood as the natural capital itself. As well as natural 

capital there are a number of other forms of capital, including such things as financial 

wealth, manufactured goods, and the social institutions and industrial infrastructure that 

create and constitute much of human culture. 
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Natural capital, say in the form of forests, can be converted into timber, that can 

in turn be converted into houses (timber and houses both being forms of manufactured 

capital) that can in turn contribute to the provision of protection from the elements and 

associated security that constitutes what might be identified as the social capital that is a 

home (and that becomes very obviously absent when a person is homeless). 

 

Weak sustainability is the position that assumes that any form of capital can be 

converted into any other form of capital in the pursuit of maintaining or increasing the 

total amount of capital available to serve the interests and purposes of humans. In other 

words, no form of capital must be maintained independently from the overall goal of 

maintaining or increasing the total amount of capital. 

 

Strong sustainability is the position that some natural capital must be maintained. 

There are two reasons for the assertion that some natural capital must be maintained. 

One reason is a purely anthropocentric reason, based on the assumption that if a certain 

amount of natural capital is not maintained then eventually the total amount of capital 

will not be maintained. Maintaining a certain level of biodiversity to maintain the 

stability of ecosystems upon which humans depend can be characterised in this way. 

The other reason is a biocentric reason, based on the assumption that that which is 

characterised as ‘natural capital’ is also to be understood as having ethical standing in 

its own right. Because these features of the biosphere (characterised by some as ‘natural 

capital’) have ethical standing in their own right they must be maintained, even if the 

‘so-called’ natural capital could be converted into other forms of capital that would be 

more valuable in terms of the interests of humans. 
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Environmental Justice 

Up to this point, the themes of the chapter have tended to involve a contrast 

between the human and the non-human world. Indeed, it might be assumed that the 

word ‘green’ is a word that presumes that the non-human world is to be afforded a 

higher (possibly ethical) significance. This is true. But it is not the only way the word 

‘green’ is used. Some, when using the word ‘green’, take it to have a wider meaning, 

and this wider meaning often includes what has become known as Environmental 

Justice. 

 

Environmental ethics can be contrasted with environmental justice as follows. While 

environmental ethics addresses the ethical dimensions of the relationship between the 

human and the non-human, environmental justice addresses issues of justice among 

different individual humans or groups of humans when the issues of justice relate 

directly to environmental costs and benefits, and particularly when the environmental 

costs and benefits are distributed in unjust ways (Figueroa and Mills 2001: 426-27). 

Two important dimensions of environmental justice are: (1) distributive justice, 

involving how environmental benefits and burdens are distributed, and (2) participatory 

justice, how distributive decisions are made (Figueroa and Mills 2001: 427). 

 

If it is assumed that the concept ‘green’ includes respect for environmental 

justice, then when addressing the question “How green is the blue economy?” it is 

necessary to consider a wide range of issues of environmental justice. For example, 

when decisions are made among a group of nation states about access to fisheries, are 

just processes followed, and are the outcomes of these processes themselves just? And 
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are the benefits and costs associated with the blue economy distributed fairly between 

nations states and among the individuals within any one nation state?  

 

One example where environmental justice is particularly relevant is the place of 

small island developing states in the blue economy. One issue that is already an 

existential challenge for such states is the effects of climate change, such as sea level 

rise, and more extreme weather events, and thus, the instantiation of environmental 

justice is of the utmost importance now for these states. And COVID-19 presents 

another challenge for these states. Both climate change in the long term and COVID-19 

in the short term present themselves as direct challenges to the resilience (and more 

generally the sustainability) of these states, which leads on to the theme of Sustainable 

Development. 

Sustainable Development 

While Environmental Justice might be principally understood to relate to ethical 

considerations among the current generation of humans, Sustainable Development can 

principally be understood to relate to ethical considerations between the current 

generation of humans and future generations of humans. The Brundtland definition of 

sustainable development is development that ‘meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.’ (WCED 1987: 

8). Sustainable development can be understood as functioning as a criterion of 

“acceptable environmental modification” (Holland 2001: 400). Or putting it in more 

explicitly economic terms, sustainable development requires “ holding the scale of the 

human economic subsystem […] to within the biophysical limits of the overall 

ecosystem on which it depends.” (Goodland 2002: 2). 
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The idea of acceptable environmental modification (Holland 2001) and the idea 

of holding the human economic sub-system to with the limits of the biophysical 

environment (Goodland 2002), are two ways of thinking about other ideas, such as 

acknowledging the importance of Ecosystem Services, the capacity for resilience to 

shock, for example, in the context of COVID-19: see (Béné 2020), and the concept of 

Planetary Boundaries (Steffen et al. 2015). 

 

Sustainable development is often understood to be essentially anthropocentric. 

But an anthropocentric position is not the only position available. A biocentric position 

is also possible. Building on Holland’s observation that sustainable development is 

effectively functioning as a criterion for acceptable environmental modification, it is 

possible to create a biocentric version of the Brundtland definition of sustainable 

development. A biocentric version of the Bruntland definition (one that presupposes 

strong sustainability) might be: sustainable environmental modification is modification 

that ‘meets the needs of the present set of species without compromising the ability of 

future sets of species to meet their own needs.’  

An invitation to reflect on some questions and a case study 

The next section of the chapter invites the reader to reflect upon questions and a 

case study in the light of the conceptual frameworks examined above to help them 

address the question “how green is the blue economy?” for themselves. 
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What is of intrinsic value? 

Different people will consider different things to be of intrinsic value. For 

current purposes it will be assumed that some aspects of human existence are of 

intrinsic value. Perhaps some people will think human life itself is intrinsically valuable. 

Others may think that it is not human life (in and of itself) that is intrinsically valuable. 

But rather it is certain aspects of a human life that are intrinsically valuable (e.g., it is 

the flourishing of a human life that is intrinsically valuable rather than the mere 

existence of a life). 

 

Some people may consider many aspects of the non-human world to be of 

intrinsic value. And these people may draw the same distinction between the intrinsic 

value of non-human life itself versus the intrinsic value of aspects of non-human life 

(e.g., flourishing versus mere existence). Other people may consider no aspects of the 

non-human world to be of intrinsic value. Why a person may consider any of the above 

entities to have intrinsic value is a big question and addressing it is beyond the scope of 

this chapter. But non-the-less readers can reflect upon what they consider to be 

intrinsically valuable. 

What has ethical standing? 

Different people will consider different things to have ethical standing. This may 

or may not be related to their position on what is intrinsically valuable. Some people 

may consider that only humans have ethical standing. Some people may consider that 

some or all sentient organisms have ethical standing. Some people may consider that all 

living organisms have ethical standing. Some people may consider that ecosystems or 

features of a landscape such as rivers and mountains have ethical standing. And again, 
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why a person may consider any of the above entities to have ethical standing is a big 

question and addressing it is beyond the scope of this chapter. But, again, readers can 

reflect upon what entities they themselves consider to have ethical standing. 

What is the relationship between intrinsic value and ethical standing? 

The answers to the previous two questions will be related to different 

worldviews. And people holding different worldviews will answer these two questions 

differently. While there are many different worldviews that are relevant here, including 

a broad range of religious and non-religious worldviews, two pairs of concepts are 

particularly relevant. These are the pair ‘anthropocentrism/biocentrism’ and the pair 

‘shallow environmental ethics/deep environmental ethics’. 

 

One way to understand the first pair is with reference to intrinsic values. People 

who hold an anthropocentric worldview may recognise intrinsic value only in the 

human world, or perhaps prioritize the intrinsic values of the human world over any 

intrinsic values that they recognise in the non-human world. People who hold a 

biocentric worldview may recognise equal intrinsic value in all of life (or if not all of 

life, then a significant portion of non-human life). 

 

One way to understand the second pair is with reference to ethical standing. 

People who endorse a shallow environmental ethic recognise the ethical standing of 

humans and acknowledge that humans depend upon the non-human world. Because of 

that dependence relation humans have an ethical responsibility to manage the non-

human world for the sake of the humans, but not for the sake of the non-human world 

itself. People who endorse a deep environmental ethic recognise the ethical standing of 
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all of life (or if not all of life, then a significant portion of non-human life) and because 

of that ethical standing, humans have a responsibility to interact with that portion of the 

non-human world ethically. 

 

Different people hold different worldviews and these different worldviews will 

inform each person’s answer to the next question: what percentage of the biosphere 

should be appropriated for human use? 

What percentage of the biosphere should be appropriated for human use? 

 

Consider the question: “What percentage of the biosphere should be 

appropriated for human use?”. The motivation for asking this question is simply to 

prompt reflection in the mind of the reader. Here two possible answers will be 

considered: (Option 1) as close to 100% as possible, or (Option 2) some percentage 

considerably less than 100%. The characterisation of Option 1 simply acknowledges the 

fact that no human system of appropriation is totally efficient. So even if the aim was to 

appropriate 100% of the biosphere for human use that would not in fact be possible.  

 

Why might a person choose Option 1? One reason might be that a person 

assumes that humans are the only organisms that are of significance, and the presence of 

all other organisms only serves the interests and purposes of humans. It is important to 

note that the point of Option 1 is not that 100% of all biomass is constituted by human 

beings, for context see (Bar-on, Phillips, and Milo 2018). But rather that all of the 

biosphere serves the interests and purposes of humans. There may be many plants and 

animals, but they are to be understood as only of instrumental value, and their 
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instrumental value ultimately serves the interests of humans. Adopting Option 1 could 

be taken to imply that a person acknowledges no intrinsic values other than those 

directly relating to human interests and purposes. 

 

Now consider Option 2: why might a person hold that humans should 

appropriate the biosphere at some percentage considerably below 100%? The answer 

might be that humans recognise significance in the non-human world, for example, 

intrinsic value or ethical standing. And this might imply to some humans that humanity, 

as a whole, should limit itself to some percentage of appropriation of the biosphere 

significantly less than 100%. 

 

The ‘appropriation’ question currently being considered refers to the biosphere 

as a whole. But that is not the only option. Two more specific questions can be asked: 

“What percentage of the terrestrial biosphere should be appropriated for human use?” 

and “What percentage of the marine biosphere should be appropriated for human use?” 

These two more specific questions are worth reflecting upon. Furthermore, are the 

answers to these questions the same or different? And if different, why are the different? 

 

Perhaps a person considers the fact that humans are terrestrial animals relevant. 

Perhaps a person considers that appropriation of the terrestrial biosphere by humans can 

be justified in ways that the equivalent appropriation of the marine biosphere cannot be 

justified. This may relate to the concept of autonomy of some non-human realms. Some 

people may assume that some of the biosphere is not ‘ours’. 
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The answer to the question “what percentage of the marine biosphere should be 

appropriated for human use?” informs the answer to the question “how green is the blue 

economy?”  

 

Thus, one dimension of the question “how green is the blue economy?” is how 

much of the marine biosphere should be ‘left to be an end in itself’. And importantly 

this issue is relevant even if some percentage of the marine biosphere is appropriated for 

human use because it relates to the overall scale of the blue economy. The other 

dimension of the question relates to the internal nature of the blue economy. Of the blue 

economy itself (i.e., that portion of the marine biosphere that has not been ‘left to be an 

end in itself’ and perhaps has been ‘domesticated’) the question asks: how green is the 

internal nature of the blue economy? 

 

To consider these two questions from a slightly different perspective, imagine a 

blue economy that is considered suitably ‘green’ when considered from within, but then 

when the overall scale of the blue economy is considered, it is discovered that there is 

no part of the ocean that is not appropriated to human use, so effectively the blue 

economy has not left any of the ocean ‘to be an end in itself’ or ‘undomesticated’. And 

this could be judged not to be sufficiently green because some of ocean should have 

been left outside of the blue economy, left undomesticated, or undisturbed. A related 

issue is the identification of some parts of the ocean as wilderness (Barr and Kliskey 

2014). 
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Case study: Seals and a Fish Farm 

This case study is offered to provide concrete examples to further help the reader 

understand their own positions on the question: how green is the blue economy? The 

same case study can be used to reflect upon the question: what percentage of the ocean 

should be domesticated? And when considering this question, a spectrum can be 

considered. At one end of the spectrum is the position that 100% of the ocean should be 

domesticated, and at the other end is the position that 0% of the ocean should be 

domesticated. Both extreme ends of the spectrum are unrealistic for a number of reasons. 

But none-the-less this ‘domestication spectrum’ serves a valuable purpose as a prompt 

for the reader’s own reflection. 

 

One issue that will continually need to be addressed in the blue economy is the 

interactions between human activity and the activity of wild animals. Consider the 

example of a fish farm that is located within the habitat of seals. Fish are a food source 

for seals and seals will engage in activity associated with seeking out and eating the fish. 

 

  The Tasmanian Government Seal Management Framework (2018: 2) notes that 

farming of Atlantic salmon and ocean trout began in Tasmania in the mid 1980’s and is 

now the largest primary industry in the State. It also lists a number of issues that the 

framework is designed to manage including seals entering and interfering with fish 

containment pens, seals being trapped or entangled in marine farm infrastructure and 

risks to the wellbeing of both seals and marine farm staff as a result of the presence of 

seals in and around fish farms. All of this may result in reduced production of fish, 
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injury to humans working on the farms, and injury to seals (either through their own 

actions, or as a result of actions taken by humans to deter the seals). So effective 

management of the interaction between human activity and the activity of seals is 

essential. 

 

Any specific strategy to manage the interactions of seals with fish farming 

activity can be located on a spectrum of management strategies. Call this the 

‘management strategies spectrum’ to distinguish it from the ‘domestication spectrum’ 

introduced above. At one end of the management strategies spectrum is a point at which 

only human interests are considered. At this end of the spectrum there would be no 

consideration given to animal welfare and so there would be no legal requirements to 

limit any action taken to control the activity of the seals. At this point of the spectrum 

there will be legal requirements, but these will be motivated by something other than 

animal welfare, such as human safety. Moving away from this end of the spectrum the 

welfare of animals will become relevant. At the point on the spectrum at which animal 

welfare becomes relevant animals are take to be ‘moral patients’. As noted previously, 

moral patients are not expected to act morally, but moral agents, for example normal 

human adults are expected to act morally toward them. Due to the seals status as moral 

patients (where their welfare must be taken into account for moral reasons), legislation 

may be put in place to ensure the welfare of the animals. Somewhere near this point on 

the spectrum is where the current management strategy is located. 

 

But it is not the end of the spectrum. Positions further away still from the purely 

‘human priorities’ end of the management strategies spectrum are conceivable. These 
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might consider not only the ‘welfare’ of seals, where that ‘welfare’ is taken to mean 

minimisation of harms related to the seals interactions with the farming infrastructure, 

but might consider the ‘rights’ of seals. Some may hold that not only do humans have a 

moral responsibility to attend to the welfare of animals, but humans also have a moral 

responsibility to attend to the ‘rights’ of animals. What ‘rights’ might seals have in 

relation to fish farms? 

 

This issue can be understood in general terms by considering the example of 

sharks killing humans who swim in the ocean. When a shark is killing humans close to a 

popular swimming beach there are often two responses among humans. The first is to 

assume that the shark should be killed. However, the second is to assume that the shark 

should not be killed, because the shark has a ‘right’ to be doing what it is doing. 

Hammerton and Ford (2018) use the comparison between the human right to leisure 

(included in Article 24 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UN 1948)), and a 

species ‘right to essential habitat’. The specific details of the comparison are not of 

central importance here, rather the point is this: do humans have the ‘right’ to stop other 

animals doing what those other animals naturally do when it is humans that are the ones 

entering the other animal’s essential habitat? 

 

This same issue can be recognised in the case of seals seeking to eat fish from 

fish farms. The equivalent question is: do seals have a right to seek to eat fish that are in 

the ocean? And if they do, what ‘rights’ do humans farming fish in the ocean have to 

stop them?  This may seem like a radical position, but this represents another position 

on the spectrum of management strategies. And perhaps the other end of the spectrum, 
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not examined in detail here, is the position that humans are land animals and therefore 

should not be ‘domesticating’ the ocean’ at all. Here it should be obvious that there are 

important parallels between the ‘management strategy spectrum’ and the ‘domestication 

of the ocean spectrum’. 

Consideration of both the ‘management strategy spectrum’ and the 

‘domestication of the ocean spectrum’ is useful because it allows reflection on what 

locations on these spectra are ‘green’ and highlights the fact that different people will 

have different assumptions about (1) what is ‘green’ and (2) what is the appropriate 

position on these spectra for humans and human activity. And as noted previously, even 

if the extreme ends of the spectra are not attractive to many, the description of those 

extreme ends is valuable as it serves to illustrate all possible positions. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter a number of conceptual resources have been presented and a 

range of questions have been asked, all in the service of addressing the central question: 

how ‘green’ is the blue economy? The reader who has some knowledge of the nature of 

the blue economy will be able to use that knowledge in combination with the conceptual 

resources presented here to answer this central and important question. 
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