
The responsive bioeconomy: The need for inclusion of citizens and
environmental capability in the forest based bioeconomy

Irmeli Mustalahti
Department of Geographical and Historical Studies, Institute for Natural Resources, Environment and Society (LYY), University of Eastern Finland (UEF), P.O.
Box 111 (Yliopistokatu 7), 80101 Joensuu, Finland

a r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 11 September 2016
Received in revised form
9 April 2017
Accepted 15 June 2017
Available online xxx

Keywords:
Bioeconomy
Responsive governance
Forest based bioeconomy
Capability approach
Environmental capability
Finland

a b s t r a c t

As climate change becomes an increasing concern in European countries, the bioeconomy could chal-
lenge previous conceptualizations about how states, citizens and corporations interact in everyday
practices of natural resources governance. The conceptual understanding of responsive governance of the
forest-based bioeconomy is an example of this challenge and is the topic of discussion in this paper. In
Finland, there are efforts to support the transition towards the bio-based economy and to reform forest
governance in an attempt to respond to local circumstances while mitigating global climate change. The
recent articles have address the bioeconomy concept from political discourse point of view, the citizens
participation has not yet been address sufficient in the current bioeconomy discourses. In order to fill this
gap, this paper provides an empirical case from Finland and connects it to the theoretical contribution of
responsive bioeconomy. The paper connects the capability approach and the forest based bioeconomy in
the context of Finland. And argues that citizens could have capabilities and ability to participate in de-
cisions about matters that directly affect their well-being. However, in the case of the forest based
bioeconomy, the inclusion of citizens requires an interactive collaborative approach to empower various
institutions and people to meet and debate on the development of their own living environment and
environmental capability (i.e those bioeconomy opportunities to achieve outcomes people value). Citi-
zens may not be able to find solutions and create the new innovations which the bioeconomy strategy
require, yet it is the citizens who will live under the changed access to opportunities and entitlements
including environmental services. For this reason, responsive governance and its adaptive and interactive
administration need to ensure that many change actors are taken into account as a matter of basic justice
in various processes of the bioeconomy transition. Therefore key aspects of change, such as citizens’
values, interests, knowhow and environmental entitlements need to be taken into account.

© 2017 The Author. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND
license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

The governance of natural resources is entering an increasingly
challenging phase in European countries and elsewhere. It has
become common in the European context to use the term bio-
economy once defining of the development of innovations for
replacing non-renewable natural resources with renewable ones.
Finland was one of the first countries to developing its own bio-
economic strategy and the final version of the “Finnish bioeconomy
strategy: sustainable growth from bioeconomy” was published in
2014. For example in Finland, climate change and the transition to
the bioeconomy are creating new challenges for the sustainable

development and management of natural resources. The forest-
based bioeconomy in Finland is seen in particular as the new
path towards a sustainable green economy (MEE, 2014). Although
the rush to support growth and innovations in the Finnish bio-
economy is hardly questioned in political discourses, the Finnish
bioeconomy strategy (2014) also seeks to promote interactions
between citizens, bioeconomy operators and decision-makers both
as concerns policy processes as well as in utilization and conser-
vation of natural resources.

In the future, the bioeconomy can significantly influence the
three dimensions of sustainable development and distributive
justice. Dobson (1998: 39) is critically looking the dimensions of
sustainable development discourse from a ‘distributive-justice’
perspectives. According to Langhelle (2000:296), Dobson’s critical
thinking about the relationships between distributive justice and
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environmental sustainability leaves out the option that sustain-
ability is a necessary condition for justice. Lessmann and
Rauschmayer (2013:110) calls “… better understanding of collec-
tive capabilities, norms, intentions, institutions and so on and their
link to individual capabilities, norms, intentions, institutions and so
on, on a conceptual level, but also in practical governance pro-
cesses.” Amartya Sen (1999) introduced the concept of capability:
“Capabilities” here means the conditions of enablement that make
it possible for people to achieve goals, and the availability of op-
portunities to achieve outcomes people value. Based on the argu-
ment of Sen (1999, 2005) and Alkire (2007), the conditions and
opportunities of human well-being should be defined in a delib-
erative process that incorporates individual opinions and values.
However, Lienert and Burger (2015:6) claims that such public
opinionebased, bottom-up approaches for selecting the valuable
dimensions of well-being are extremely difficult to carry out: “… a
priori selecting well-being criteria, or poverty dimensions, is
problematic insofar as there are no general criteria available for
what could count as valuable”. And Lessmann and Rauschmayer
(2013) argue that it is difficult to replace ‘needs’ in the Brundt-
land definition of sustainable development with ‘capabilities’ and
claims the necessity to include both when dealing with issues of
sustainable development.

Lehtonen (2004), in a review of the synergies and trade-offs
between various dimensions of sustainable development, states
that economic activities should be at the service of human beings
while at the same time safeguarding the environmental and bio-
physical systems necessary for human existence. Holland
(2008:320) claims that “because of the extent to which human
capabilities are dependent on the natural environment, we should
treat certain environmental entitlements as a matter of basic jus-
tice”. Holland (2008) suggests that in a world subject to large-scale
ecological interactions, the Sen’s capabilities approach needs to pay
attention to the ecological conditions that enable the minimum
threshold of protection of the capabilities (i.e. access to livelihood
opportunities) required for justice. However, there is also the need
to consider the level of protection of capabilities that a society can
justify without impacting on ecological conditions in ways that
undermine the capabilities of vulnerable people elsewhere. There
can be a conflict between the opportunities society offers to sup-
port people’s livelihood on the one hand and the environmental
conditions needed to sustain people elsewhere and in the future.
However, scholars argue based on public reasoning (e.g. Sen 2005
and Alkire 2007 and deliberative democracy (e.g. Fung and
Wright, 2001 and Evans, 2004), that the task of weighing be-
tween various capabilities should be left to the political and ethical
considerations of each society based on public deliberation and
reasoning. Deliberations between citizens, the bioeconomy actors
and national decision-makers and administration could engage
citizens in combating climate change and in co-developing the
objectives of the actions related to the bioeconomy. Although
interactive multi-actor governance can been criticized as lacking
arguments supported by empirical evidence, facilitation of citizen
interactions and participation in decision-making in governance
debates is commonly found to be desirable (Pateman, 1970;
Chambers, 1974, 2005; Barber, 1984; Nalbandian, 1999; Fung and
Wright, 2001; Evans, 2004; Smith, 2005; Callahan, 2007).

The traditional governance models that stress the importance of
bureaucracy and hierarchy are considered to be incompatible with
genuine democratic participation (Moynihan, 2003). A suprana-
tional economic political elite has become a major global “player”:
For example in Finland, scholars has argued (e.g. Korvela, 2012;
Wiberg, 2013; Mustalahti et al., 2015) that the elites network and
operate independently regardless of the opinions of citizens.
Internationally, there is on-going tension between proponents of

central control versus local/community control over the natural
resources and reflects the underlying dilemma between manage-
ment for conservation and management of natural resources for
exploitation. Policymakers have used various means to justify
centralization. Similar arguments relating to depoliticization and
anti-politics (Ferguson, 1990) have also been raised by scholars of
international environmental action and development studying the
governance of natural resources and ‘techno-bureaucratic doxa’
(see for example Ghai and Vivian Jessica, 1992 Kothari, 2001;
Goldman, 2003; Wilson et al., 2006; Ojha, 2006; Scheba and
Mustalahti, 2015). In the case of the techno-bureaucratic-
economic framing of the bioeconomy, the dominance of the in-
dustrial perspective in the interpretation of the bioeconomy
concept emphasizes the role of industrial sectors in managing
biological resources (such as fishery, forestry and agriculture sec-
tors) and of economic interest in the European context (Schmid
et al., 2012). This is contradictory to one of the key pillars of sus-
tainable development, socially sustainable development which can
be seen as key to guarantee improvements in human capabilities to
achieve well-being for both present and future generations.

Although several scholars (e.g. Arnstein, 1969; Thomas, 1995;
Box, 1998) have identified different participation ladders, levels
and degrees, it is challenging to implement and measure respon-
siveness and citizens’ meaningful and responsive participation. It
can be argued that the public administration should implement
democratic values such as justice and moderation, and promote a
sense of community and civil society (Denhard and Denhard,
2000). Participation and cooperation are important to strengthen
public confidence in the administration, and in addition have a
bearing on well-founded and improved decision-making (Rask
et al., 2012). Cooperation represents a commitment to being
involved by multi-level actors and politicians, and by citizens who
agree to participate. But it is commonly argued by scholars that this
is not how the relevance of interaction and meaningful participa-
tion of citizens is perceived (Konisky and Beierly, 2001; Wiberg,
2013; Mustalahti et al., 2015).

Generally, in Finland, deliberative and participatory governance
is seen as challenging, and the limits of citizens’ panels and other
forms of deliberative administration in Finland are discussed by
Wiberg (2013); for example, citizens’ participation may simply be
used to ensure the minimum requirements of representative
democratic decision-making are met, and some cases even to
manipulate the decision-making processes. In Finland, despite ef-
forts at transparency and interactive public debate in relation to the
current transition towards a bioeconomy trajectory, it has been
challenging for citizens to meaningfully participate in the strategic
decision-making.

This paper therefore argues that responsive governance has a
crucial role to play in the success of the bioeconomy transition. This
view is discussed using a conceptual understanding of the
responsive forest-based bioeconomy in Finland that connects the
concept of responsiveness with the capability approach. The recent
articles have address the bioeconomy concept from political
discourse point of view (see e.g Ramcilovic-Suominen and Pülzl,
2016), the citizens participation has not yet been address suffi-
cient in the current bioeconomy discourses. In order to fill this gap,
this paper provides an empirical case from Finland and connects it
to the theoretical contribution of responsive bioeconomy.

2. Case study and methods: the forest-based bioeconomy in
Finland

Since early 2000, there has been a political discourse at the EU
level about the bioeconomy. As early as in 2002, a biotechnology
strategy was published in support of the so-called “knowledge-
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