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Abstract  This Editorial to the BESAFE special issue introduces the project and its 
approach and case studies. The BESAFE (EC 7th Framework programme) project inves-
tigated how the effectiveness of different types of arguments for biodiversity conservation 
depends on the context in which they are used. Our results show that tailoring of argu-
mentation to audience within the course of decision processes is the main factor determin-
ing effectiveness. We consistently found arguments linked to intrinsic value (e.g. moral or 
ethical obligation arguments) as shared and supported widely, and thus offering common 
ground between parties. Economic arguments are effective as additional ones, but not as 
replacements. Next generation biodiversity conservation strategies can probably improve 
their effectiveness by emphasizing and better explaining the synergies between traditional 
conservation and especially regulating and cultural services.
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Introduction

Early arguments for biodiversity protection were focused on the conservation of charis-
matic and rare species, and this later broadened to include the preservation of habitats and 
spectacular landscapes through networks of protected areas, such as national parks (Haslett 
et al. 2010). The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment and other influential initiatives in the 
early 2000s triggered a major shift towards recognising the importance of ecosystems and 
their biodiversity in providing a wide range of services for humans. This “nature for peo-
ple” framing sought to widen the range of arguments, and to “mainstream” conservation, 
attaching new importance to conserving nature outside protected areas and throughout all 
areas of human activity. At the same time, it created a context, and policy demand, for 
attempts to “value” the benefits of nature in economic terms and allow comparison with 
measures of economic activity (e.g. Bateman et al. 2013; Mace 2014).

This shift, and in particular the use of monetary valuations, has been contentious. There 
is concern that arguments driven by ecosystem services and their economic value have 
become too prevalent, and could endanger biodiversity conservation (e.g. Spash and Vatn 
2006; Norgaard 2010; Rode et al. 2015). While economic arguments resonate strongly with 
some policy-makers, public support is often driven more by traditional nature conserva-
tion motives (EC 2013; Farjon et al. 2015). Most recently, a softer approach has started to 
emerge, with a greater focus on the resilience and adaptability of social-ecological systems, 
i.e. the interconnection of nature and people (Mace 2014).

Meanwhile, however, biodiversity has continued to decline. The question still remains: 
what arguments can convince society to take the actions necessary to stop biodiversity 
loss? Biodiversity protection depends on people and the decisions they take. Different 
individuals and institutions hold diverse values and priorities, and will be convinced to 
protect or reduce their impact on biodiversity by different arguments. Understanding how 
argumentation works, on what value judgements the various arguments are based, and why 
some arguments are accepted and others rejected in particular situations can be crucial for 
improving decision-making processes and making people more aware of why biodiversity 
needs to be protected.

In BESAFE, the project to which this special issue is dedicated, we investigated how 
different types of arguments for biodiversity protection generate effects, and how their 
effectiveness depends on when, where and how they are used, seeking to determine how 
the effectiveness of biodiversity argumentation can be improved.

What is BESAFE

BESAFE resulted from a call in the European Union’s 7th framework programme express-
ing the concern that ‘Endeavours to convince policy-makers to invest effort in vigorous 
action to conserve biodiversity depend increasingly on demonstrating the value of biodi-
versity to humans, largely through the concept of ecosystem services, to the extent that 
alternative arguments and strategies are sometimes neglected’. The call asked projects to 
assess the potential and observed effectiveness of the various arguments, to clarify the 
relationships between biodiversity and ecosystem services, and to analyse the implications 
of these relationships for the valuation of biodiversity (EC 2010). The BESAFE project 
explored the effectiveness of arguments for biodiversity protection in different contexts. 
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The project involved 16 partners spread over 12 European countries and ran for 4 years, 
2011–2015.

BESAFE’s approach

The ultimate effectiveness of arguments for biodiversity protection in decision-making pro-
cesses is difficult to observe due to significant time lags between the framing of argumenta-
tion and the final biodiversity outcomes. But successful arguments also have an immediate 
effect, measurable by how they are acknowledged and incorporated in subsequent steps of 
the decision-making process, and how they influence decisions there. We therefore chose 
to assess effectiveness by tracking arguments through the decision-making process by ana-
lysing process documentation and interviewing people involved (for implementation see 
Howard et al. 2013; Primmer et al. 2016; Jokinen et al. 2018; Tinch et al. 2018b).

We collected information to shape our analysis framework in three reviews. The first 
review covered linkages between ecosystem services and biodiversity (Harrison et  al. 
2014a) and was conducted to increase our knowledge on the relationship between biodi-
versity protection and ecosystem services. A second collected information on arguments in 
actual use in order to establish a workable typology (Howard et al. 2018). Finally, Primmer 
et al. (2015) considered governance literature and used the results to propose a framework 
providing a structure for the empirical analysis of ecosystem services governance.

Case study research

The BESAFE case studies were selected to cover the use of a wide array of different argu-
ments over a range of different ecological, economic and social decision-making contexts, 
with a variety of governance levels, time scales, and policy cycle stages between them as 
well as within them. Case studies selected represented “real” problems involving a current 
controversy related to a biodiversity issue. To facilitate analysis of the argumentation pro-
cess, cases had to be rich enough in records to enable the study of trade-offs and synergies 
as well as linkages/transmission between scales. Different stakeholder groups needed to be 
involved (e.g., public, policy, science, hunters) and case studies needed to cover cultural, 
political and institutional embeddedness of argumentation; and how stakeholders differ in 
their understanding of the relationship between biodiversity, ecosystem services and values 
(Blicharska and Jokinen 2012). Thirteen case studies were finally selected (Table 1).

Most of the case studies resulted in independent publications, five of which are part of 
this special issue (see Table 1). All case studies collated qualitative data which was ana-
lysed in terms of the effectiveness of arguments (Primmer et al. 2016), argumentation in 
multi-level governance interactions (Van Herzele 2014) and the relationship between bio-
diversity, ecosystem services and values (Harrison et al. 2014b).

In all the selected case studies the controversies in one way or another concerned a dis-
tinction or contrast between conservation and (economic) use. Four case studies investi-
gated old and deep-rooted frictions between conservation and other interests: the Bialow-
ieza forest conflict (Blicharska and Van Herzele (2015); return of the red fox and wild boar 
to Flanders (Van Herzele et  al. 2015); conflict over the management of large carnivores 
and herbivores in Norwegian wildlands (Bredin et  al. 2015); conflicting uses of peat-
lands in Finland (Albrecht and Ratamäki 2016). These cases provided information on (or 
changes in) the strategic and opportunistic use of arguments by stakeholders in the course 
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of the process, on how the debate itself can produce a polarising dynamic, and on common 
grounds for developing more constructive relationships between parties.

The case studies on management plans for the Andalusia national parks (García-Llor-
ente et al. 2018), nested socio-ecological systems in Romania (see Primmer et al. 2016), 
and water company uses of valuation evidence in investment planning in the UK (Mathieu 
et al. 2018), provided information on how increased understanding had a clear influence on 
decision making.

The Finnish urban green areas case study (see Primmer et al. 2016) and the UK local 
biodiversity action plan case study (Carmen et al. 2018) provided additional information 
on situations where specific arguments were used at the policy level, but did not transfer to 
the implementation level due to a lack of awareness or common ground. These case studies 
also provided information on the effectiveness of a strong policy framework for the conser-
vation of biodiversity in polarised situations where a bottom-up process does not work due 
to a lack of common ground.

Three case studies investigated relatively recent controversies in which the shift in think-
ing about (the balance between) conservation and use of (biodiversity) resources is evident: 
the synthetic biology case study explored the argumentation around the conflict between 
possible economic gains obtainable from artificial biological systems and the possible risks 
for biodiversity (see Primmer et al. 2016). In the invasive species case study (Heink et al. 
2018), conservation and use values were combined in an adapted definition of invasive 
alien species: as species whose introduction or spread has not only been found to threaten 
biodiversity but also ecosystem services, and therefore may also have a negative impact 
on human health or the economy. In the marine turbine case study the process of assess-
ing possible conflicts between the production of renewable energy and conservation targets 
was investigated and evolved under an adaptive management approach (Haslett et al. 2018).

The case study on the implementation of the Natura 2000 (N2000) network investigated 
the argumentation around LIFE projects targeting restoration activities in N2000 sites 
(Mueller and Maes 2015), and the investigation of argumentation around the N2000 imple-
mentation in The Netherlands and Hungary (see Primmer et al. 2016). The two national 
implementation studies offered insight into how EU policy percolates down and interacts 
with local interests, while the LIFE study contributed insight into stakeholder’s interests 
and opinions and the role of ecosystem services arguments.

Additional studies and synthesis

Q-methodology is used to investigate the perspectives of participants by letting them rank 
and sort a series of statements (Webler et al. 2009). Two studies used this methodology to 
explore stakeholder interests and views in nine EU member states, in seven of which case 
studies were located (Berry et al. 2018; Primmer et al. 2017). The Norwegian case study 
(Bredin et al. 2015) also explored stakeholder views by means of a Q-study. Together with 
the N2000 LIFE study (Mueller and Maes 2015), these studies provided information on 
shared perspectives and common ground between stakeholders from different disciplines 
and walks of life.

Jokinen et al. (2018) investigated how biodiversity conservation argumentation gener-
ates effects in policy cycles in the two Finnish case studies, the Bialowieza case study, 
and the wildlife comeback case study in Flanders (Table 1). This provided insight into the 
way argumentation evolves over the course of the policy cycle, and the key role of framing 
across policy stages.
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In most of the case studies we also collected quantitative data on the effectiveness of 
arguments. These data were analysed and combined with the results of the qualitative anal-
ysis (Primmer et al. 2016) in Tinch et al. (2018b). This combined analysis clearly showed 
the importance of factors like bundling, framing and tailoring of arguments.

Key findings

Argument types matter within contexts

There is evidence from our case studies that the acceptance, and thus effectiveness, of new 
arguments, like the value of ecosystem services, depends on awareness. Improved transfer 
of knowledge from the scientific community to other stakeholders can for instance increase 
awareness of, and concern for, ecosystem services and the biodiversity that underpins 
them. In the Andalusian and Romanian case studies (Table 1), for example, local people 
were initially largely concerned with provisioning services such as fishing and farming, but 
the value they placed on cultural and regulating services increased following provision of 
better information. In the UK, a key policy-maker (the water regulator) also changed their 
approach following scientific demonstration of the benefits of catchment management to 
prevent water pollution (Mathieu et  al. 2018). Other case studies, however, showed that 
(awareness of) ecosystem service values not always (yet) reaches or persists at local levels 
of governance (Van Herzele et al. 2014; Carmen et al. 2018; Albrecht and Ratamäki 2016). 
Moreover, ecosystem service arguments are only effective if there is common ground and 
mutual acceptance of ecosystem service values. In polarised situations where this is not the 
case, arguments with recognised (legal) status are more effective. This suggests that the 
facilitation of bottom up initiatives within a solid top down policy framework is most likely 
to provide the conditions for developing effective arguments for biodiversity.

Although many of the case studies identified links between types of arguments and 
actors (Blicharska and Van Herzele 2015; Van Herzele et  al. 2015; Mueller and Maes 
2015; Bredin et al. 2015), these links turned out to be case study specific. In the overall 
effectiveness synthesis (Tinch et al. 2018b) only legal arguments showed a slightly larger 
than average overall effectiveness, probably illustrating the value of a solid formal protec-
tion framework.

Tailoring to audience determines effectiveness

How an issue is framed in argumentation can significantly change what actors think about 
it (e.g. Callaghan and Schnell 2009; Miller et al. 2009; Rantala and Primmer 2003). Many 
of the case studies reported on (the effects of) different aspects of framing: e.g. positive or 
negative framing of issues and selecting arguments thought to matter to the receiver (Car-
men et al. 2018), and strategic use of arguments (Van Herzele et al. 2015; Blicharska and Van 
Herzele 2015). Adapting the combination of arguments to changes in situation also frequently 
occurred, e.g. in the Andalusian (García-Llorente et al. 2018) and Romanian (see Primmer 
et al. 2016) case studies where stakeholders gradually became aware of the synergies between 
conservation and regulating and cultural services. Both national Natura 2000 implementation 
processes in Hungary and The Netherlands showed an adaptation of the arguments used from 
the national to the local level (see Primmer et al. 2016). As highlighted by Fairclough and 
Fairclough (2012), actors (as individuals as well as groups) may have a number of concerns 
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and goals. Thus, linking and presenting bundles of positively framed arguments can increase 
the likelihood of a claim being accepted. This view is further supported by the results of 
Q-studies investigating stakeholder views (Bredin et al. 2015; Berry et al. 2018; Primmer et al. 
2017), that all found different groups of stakeholders to have (varying degrees and aspects of) 
overlap in views.

Tailoring argumentation to the specific audience is therefore potentially a powerful instru-
ment to increase effectiveness. However, tailoring of argumentation needs knowledge on the 
physical and organisational options as well as on the views and requirements of the parties in 
the decision-making process. Trust was identified as an important factor determining cred-
ibility of an arguer and consequently the effectiveness of the arguments he or she uses (Tinch 
et al. 2018b; Primmer et al. 2016). Effective argumentation is therefore to a large extent the 
result of a process with time for, and attention to, tailoring and trust building. These findings 
are supported by the results of the EU SPIRAL project presented in Tinch et al. (2018a), who 
emphasize the importance of the same factors for the development of an effective science-
policy interface.

That new insights result in new ways of arguing, with increased credibility and value for 
new arguments embedded in new narratives, is shown by Heink et al. (2018) for the argumen-
tation around the invasive species policy, and especially by Rose et al. (2018) who present an 
example of very effective tailoring of a protection narrative in the UK.

There is common ground to build on

Although the Norwegian case study concerned an old and fairly entrenched discussion in 
which there has not been much change, the results identified possible common ground in the 
views of the stakeholders and therefore a possible way forward (Bredin et al. 2015). This com-
mon ground was also identified by Berry et al. (2018), who explored how different conser-
vation practitioners (environmental non-governmental organisations, decision-makers, and 
social and natural science researchers) in nine European countries argue for conservation. 
They found a plurality of views about biodiversity and its conservation. The view that biodi-
versity conservation is a moral issue was however shared by all stakeholder groups, and some 
arguments around the intrinsic and ecological value of biodiversity were also accredited by all 
groups.

This study showed that many stakeholders from all walks of life attach considerable impor-
tance to the intrinsic value of nature, and place a high value on cultural and aesthetic eco-
system services. On the other hand, the expert stakeholders also rejected the concern that 
valuation of ecosystems is likely to provide a justification for their destruction. Primmer et al. 
(2017) who further analysed the views of the same decision-makers, found that although 
the personal motivations of these decision makers were at least partly ‘intrinsic’, the argu-
ments they thought were needed/accepted in the policy arena were invariably completely 
instrumental.

These results imply that there is a role for several lines of argument supporting the protec-
tion of biodiversity: based on, for example, the right of species to exist, the value to humans, 
and the “insurance policy” approach.
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Final conclusion

Across the BESAFE project, we consistently found arguments linked to intrinsic value (e.g. 
moral or ethical obligation arguments) as shared and supported widely, and thus offering 
common ground between parties. The importance of intrinsic value as a ground for protec-
tion also shows in Eurobarometer surveys on attitudes towards biodiversity (EC 2013) and 
in a recent survey of citizens’ images and values of nature in Europe in nine EU Member 
States (Farjon et al. 2015). Both surveys, apart from showing that people support conserva-
tion for various reasons, indicate that ‘the responsibility we have to look after nature’ and 
‘the intrinsic value of nature’ are more strongly supported as arguments for protection than 
arguments emphasizing the benefits we get from biodiversity. Against this background, our 
results could in particular be used to justify a revaluing of ethical and moral arguments for 
biodiversity conservation, as it seems that many decision-makers and other stakeholders 
respond to those arguments.

The additional (economic) value of ecosystem services was a key consideration in both 
the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA 2005) and The Economics of Ecosystems 
and Biodiversity (TEEB 2010). But its emergence also rekindled an old conflict around 
why we conserve biodiversity. Tallis and Lubchenco (2014) observe this has led to a heated 
debate ‘between in essence, those who argue that nature should be protected for its own 
sake (intrinsic value), and those who argue that we must also save nature to help ourselves 
(instrumental value)’. Our results imply that lines of argument based on different value 
types should have a joint role in supporting the protection of biodiversity. In accordance 
with Tallis and Lubchenko’s call for all-inclusive conservation, we find that the key to 
improving biodiversity protection seems to be to ensure a better balance between these 
arguments and their wider dissemination to all stakeholder groups, rather than to push a 
regime based on a narrow value set which ignores, and therefore does not exploit, the exist-
ing general support for a much wider value range.

Our results indicate that there is some reason for concern about the possible negative 
effects of concentrating on a (too) narrow value base on the economic side of the spec-
trum. A key learning point is illustrated by the LIFE site manager opinions recorded by 
Mueller and Maes (2015). These managers, on the one hand, expressed concern that sub-
sidising stakeholders for conservation actions might deter intrinsic motivation, while on 
the other hand none of them saw a risk of crowding out intrinsic motivations by economic 
arguments, as long as the intrinsic arguments continued to be used. In other words: eco-
nomic arguments are useful as additional ones, but not as replacements. And when eco-
nomic arguments are pushed too single-mindedly, concern is probably justified. This pos-
sible risk is further illustrated by the finding of Primmer et  al. (2017) that biodiversity 
decision-makers, often in contrast to their personal believes, only cited instrumental argu-
ments when asked which ones would be effective in the policy domain. As our results as 
well as Eurobarometer (EC 2013) and Farjon et al. (2015) indicate, implementation level 
support, and especially the support of people active in conservation (Dedeurwaerdere et al. 
2016), is still mainly for ‘intrinsic’, traditional, conservation motives. If these motives are 
not properly valued in policy implementations, the risk that on the ground support erodes 
is imaginable.

Although a proper revaluation of our motives for recognising the value of nature and 
biodiversity for their own sake certainly seems to be necessary, a quicker and probably 
easier way to prevent the fading of intrinsic value arguments from the policy domain 
could be to emphasize the value of the link between traditional and new conservation 
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in a next cycle of policy design and formulation. At the moment, the current European 
Union’s Biodiversity Strategy to 2020 (EC 2011), for instance, indicates the protection 
of the biodiversity underlying services as a necessary additional, but spatial and imple-
mentation-wise separate effort. Although the possible spin-off of this extra effort for 
Natura 2000 targets is indicated in the strategy, the key role of Natura 2000 for long 
term sustainable delivery of especially supporting and regulating services is not. Clearly 
presenting and explaining how the preservation of (genetic) diversity and ecological 
functioning relies on the system of protected areas, habitats and species and why this is 
essential for the economics of biodiversity could well be decisive in avoiding unneces-
sary conflicts between seemingly competing interests in a next strategy.
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