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PREFACE


For their help, advice, and support as we prepared this and previous editions, we thank Michael Alberty, Liliana Andonova, Christine Arden, Jon Barnett, Michele Betsill, Steve Catalano, Beth Chalecki, Elizabeth DeSombre, Kelli Fillingim, Grace Fujimoto, Shannon Green, Peter Jacques, Adam Jadhav, Sara Kamins, Audrey Komey, Tim Kovach, Elisabeth Malzahn, Kay Mariea, John M. Meyer, Ronald Mitchell, Alaina Morman, Adil Najam, Kate O’Neill, Rodger Payne, Rodrigo Pinto, Dennis Pirages, Kurt Rakouskas, Armin Rosencranz, Antoinette Smith, Jennifer Swearingen, Carolyn Sobczak, Joe Thwaites, Marietta Urban, Stacy VanDeveer, Toby Wahl, Greg White, and Sarah Wilton. We also acknowledge the help of students, faculty colleagues, and staff at our current institutions, the Global Environmental Politics Program in American University’s School of International Service (Conca) and the Environmental Studies Program at Ohio University’s Voinovich School of Leadership and Public Affairs (Dabelko). The first edition of this book would never have been possible without the support of the Harrison Program on the Future Global Agenda at the University of Maryland, and we have benefited for many years from Geoff Dabelko’s affiliation with the Environmental Change and Security Program of the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars. We are also grateful to several anonymous respondents to the student and faculty surveys we distributed to collect feedback on previous editions.


As with past editions, we have updated the text to take account of several new developments. In this edition we have added new material on climate justice, environmental peacebuilding, globalization, land grabs, corporate environmentalism, climate adaptation, gender, disaster risk, and resilience. Also, in keeping with our use of global environmental summits as a marker for the historical development of problems and politics, we’ve added material that frames the debate on the future of global environmental politics in the wake of the fractious “Rio+20” global summit of 2012. In making these changes, we have had to part with some essays used in earlier editions—as always, with regret! Readers may wish to consult earlier editions of the book for these still-useful items, as well as to track the evolution of the field over the past few decades (at least as we see it). We have tried to remain true to the book’s original goals of discussing crosscutting issues of power and authority, juxtaposing different environmental paradigms, and presenting a diversity of voices. In addition, we include discussion questions in the introduction to each of the book’s parts, which we hope will stimulate critical thought, conversation, and learning.


Because some of the selections presented in this volume are excerpts from longer works, a brief explanation of our editing philosophy is in order. In those cases where space limitations precluded reprinting an entire essay, our goal has been to edit in such a way as to emphasize the underlying ideas and concepts. In many cases, this has meant leaving out complex elaborations, trenchant asides, or supporting examples. We have preserved the original notes corresponding to the material reproduced here but left out notes corresponding to passages of text not included. For one essay containing a large number of in-line citations in the original (Lélé’s “Sustainable Development: A Critical Review”), we have preserved the factual citations but removed several of the more general references to enhance readability and conserve space. Readers seeking further background, greater detail, or additional references should consult the original material.




INTRODUCTION: FROM STOCKHOLM TO SUSTAINABILITY?


KEN CONCA AND GEOFFREY D. DABELKO


Think globally, act locally. Spaceship Earth. The common heritage of humanity. The global commons. Pollution does not respect national borders. The Earth is one, but the world is not. We have not inherited the Earth from our parents; we have borrowed it from our children. The Anthropocene.


Each of these well-known phrases invokes similar themes: the interconnectedness of the global environment; the close ties between environmental quality and human well-being; and the common fate that these realities impose upon all of the planet’s occupants, present and future. We live, as we have for some time, in an era of global environmental politics.


Pollution, ecosystem destruction, and natural resource depletion are not new problems. Many regions and localities were grappling with these issues long before the industrial revolution or even the emergence of the modern system of nation-states. And just as environmental problems have a long-standing history, so do the political struggles that inevitably accompany those problems. For example, severe shortages of wood led to conservation efforts in Babylonia during the time of Hammurabi.1 Measures to protect wetlands in recognition of their importance as sources of fish, game, and fuel have been traced to the sixth century AD in the Huang-Huai-Hai Plain of northeastern China.2 And air-quality crises in London during the early stages of the industrial revolution led to the formation of smoke-abatement societies advocating legislative action.3 One can easily imagine the political controversies that must have engulfed each of these episodes, given that these measures protecting environmental quality or altering access to natural resources would have offended powerful interests and created new winners and losers in society.


Today, the dramas of environmental politics are often played out on a global stage. It is generally agreed that human transformation of the environment is a global-scale problem.4 In some cases, the system under stress is globally interconnected in a physical sense, as is true of the Earth’s climate, the oceans, or the atmosphere’s protective ozone layer. In other cases, accumulated local events produce consequences of global significance, as in the depletion of the world’s fisheries or the reduction of the planet’s biological diversity.


It makes sense, then, to recognize global environmental problems. But what do we mean when we speak of global environmental politics? To answer this question, consider what people see when they look at a forest. Some see a stock of timber to be exploited for economic gain. Others see a complex ecological system that holds the soil in place, stabilizes the local water cycle, moderates the local climate, and fosters biological diversity. Still others see the forest as a home for people and other living things, a site to engage in cultural practices, or perhaps an ancestral burial ground. Finally, some see the forest as a powerful cultural symbol on broader scales: the forest is a dynamic living system that reflects the potential harmony between humanity and nature and provides a link between the past and the future. Playing out the differences in these visions of the forest—whether that means trying to reconcile them, seeking a delicate balance among them, or fighting to make one preeminent—is the stuff of politics, by any definition of the term.


We live in a world that is at once fragmented by the political division into sovereign states and reassembled by pervasive flows of people, goods, money, ideas, images, and technology across borders. In such a world, conflicting visions of the forest take on international significance. Some see in the forest an important source of international economic power, giving those who control it influence in international markets and a reliable source of foreign exchange. Others see it as a powerful symbol of global interdependence: the forest reflects the global consequences of local acts in that its destruction may alter the global climate or deplete the global stock of biological diversity. Still others see a very different sort of international symbol: the forest represents national sovereignty in that it confirms a nation’s right to do as it sees fit with the resources within its territory—a concept that the United Nations has affirmed as “permanent sovereignty” over natural resources.5 From the affluent vantage point of a classroom in Europe or America, such rights may seem luxuries that a crowded planet cannot afford. But people who feel their sovereign rights immediately threatened are not likely to agree—particularly if those rights were won in a struggle for independence that forged their very nation.


Often these competing visions reflect different interests held by individuals, groups, and perhaps even entire nations. They are also a product, however, of the structures that govern world politics. The institution of national sovereignty, the division of labor in the capitalist world economy, the rise of transnational networks of environmentalists, the predominance of powerful beliefs about the links between consumption and “progress”—all of these underlying features of contemporary world politics shape what people see when they look at the forest.


Competing visions, values, and interests often lead to conflict. Actors disagree about the nature of the problem, the effectiveness or fairness of proposed solutions, and the appropriate location of responsibility. Thus, studying global environmental politics means understanding the conflicts of interest that surround environmental issues—but also asking how interests, values, and visions related to the environment are shaped.


The study of global environmental politics also involves the search for cooperative solutions to ecological dilemmas. The idea that global environmental problems require “international cooperation” is widely accepted, but the appropriate scope and content of such cooperation are hotly contested. Does international cooperation mean formal, treaty-based agreements among governments? Does it mean a broader “global bargain” between rich and poor nations, linking a number of issues in a single package? Or does it refer to a still broader process of global dialogue not limited to governments, in which different societies move toward a global convergence of values? Does an increasingly global network of environmental organizations represent an effective new form of international cooperation, or is it simply one more way in which the strong impose their will upon the weak? Is the goal of international cooperation to create an increasingly dense web of transnational linkages, one that binds nations to a common future and a common commitment to environmental protection? Or should we instead begin delinking an ever more tightly coupled, “globalizing” world system, so that various localities and regions have more flexibility to pursue responses appropriate to their unique circumstances?


Finally, an important dimension of the study of global environmental politics involves connecting the patterns of international conflict and cooperation over the environment to some of the larger changes under way in world politics. If studying the structure of world politics gives us insight into the character of global environmental problems, the reverse is also true: environmental problems and (sometimes) responses are part of the engine that is changing the shape of the world system. It is no surprise that as the world tumbled into the twenty-first century, environmental problems started to emerge as a critical theme in the study of international relations and world politics. At a time when much conventional wisdom in international relations is being challenged, studying the politics of the global environment may also give us greater insight into the emerging patterns of world politics as a whole.


From Stockholm to Rio, to Johannesburg, Back to Rio—and Beyond


A series of global summit meetings—the 1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment, held in Stockholm, Sweden; the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development, held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (known popularly as the Earth Summit); the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development, held in Johannesburg, South Africa; and the 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Development, or “Rio+20” meeting, held in Rio de Janeiro—provide useful benchmarks for the evolution of global environmental politics.6 The contrasts among these four events reflect many underlying changes in the world during the intervening four decades.


One important shift concerned the international political context. The first global environmental summit, in Stockholm, occurred in the shadow of the Cold War. The governments of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union boycotted the conference after a dispute over the representation of a then-divided Germany. Two decades later, the Rio Earth Summit took place in the relatively optimistic afterglow of the end of the Cold War, amid a general sense of new opportunities for global cooperation. A decade later in Johannesburg, much of that optimism had faded in the face of globalization controversies; increasingly muscular American unilateralism; the gritty reality of enduring global political, economic, and cultural conflicts; and the shocking events of September 11, 2001. Most recently, the Rio+20 summit of 2012 came in the wake of a global financial crisis; the continued emergence of new powers such as India, Brazil, and China on the world stage; and domestic political fragmentation across Europe and North America. Each of the global summits was stamped with the imprint of its context—whether the Cold War–induced boycott of the Soviet bloc at Stockholm, the ambitious optimism of Rio 1992, or the reluctance of the leading powers to make new commitments at Rio 2012 even as the emerging powers worked to reshape the focus of what any such commitments should be.


A second clear change from Stockholm 1972 to Rio 2012 was the emergence of global public awareness and concern. The Stockholm conference took place in the wake of the first Earth Day (1970) and at a time of rising popular concern in the United States and Europe about environmental problems, particularly air and water pollution. Many of the participants at Stockholm—particularly those from the global North—framed environmental problems as the by-products of an affluent, industrialized lifestyle. The implication was that the poorer regions of the world did not suffer as much from environmental problems as did the wealthy, nor (it was said) did they exhibit the same level of concern about such problems. By the time of the first Rio conference in 1992, however, the notion that there is both a “pollution of affluence” and a “pollution of poverty” had gained much broader acceptance. As the environmental causes of poverty became clearer, what many of those suffering from poverty have presumably known all along became more generally understood: environmental concerns were not the exclusive property of affluent people or industrialized countries, hence Rio’s linkage between environment and development. By the time of the Johannesburg summit, known in United Nations circles as “Rio+10,” development issues had become central to the discussion—so much so that some environmental advocates felt the environmental agenda was being largely ignored and referred to the event ruefully as “Rio minus ten.” Most recently, at Rio+20, the deemphasis of environmental criteria caused the head of Greenpeace International to famously tweet “longest suicide note in history” in reference to the summit outcomes document.


A third important trend over these decades has been the tremendous growth in the scientific understanding of environmental problems. Stockholm focused attention principally on relatively narrowly defined problems of air and water pollution, whereas Rio embraced a far broader and more complex agenda. This shift reflected, in part, a changing scientific paradigm—one that views the Earth as a single integrated system with complex links among the large-scale ecological systems of land, oceans, atmosphere, and biosphere.7 The discussion at Rio, especially Agenda 21, a lengthy and ambitious blueprint for sustainable development in the twenty-first century, also reflected scientists’ greater capacity to measure, monitor, and model complex processes of environmental change.8 Yet the growth of scientific knowledge is never immune to political context; as delegates gathered in Johannesburg just one year after the destruction of the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, the continued commitment of governments to open information flows and exchange of environmental data could not be taken for granted in light of fears about “environmental terrorism.” And one of the pitched political battles at the 2012 Rio summit concerned whether a set of “sustainable development goals” should be defined primarily by issue experts (the preference of many governments of the North) or by political actors (favored by many in the South, and the ultimate decision of the conference).


Governments and other actors gathering to discuss global environmental problems underwent notable changes themselves in the decades since the Stockholm conference. Almost none of the governments gathered in Stockholm had any form of national environmental bureaucracy; two decades later in Rio, virtually all did. In many cases, these agencies enabled governments to take advantage of the growth of environmental knowledge to analyze more effectively the causes and consequences of environmental problems. In some cases, the agencies had evolved into advocates for various environmental protection programs, producing more complex internal debates within national delegations. Today, environmental considerations have also been mainstreamed in the rhetoric and policy guidelines—if not always the actions—of intergovernmental organizations such as the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Trade Organization, and in the development assistance or “foreign aid” practices of donor countries.


Nongovernmental organizations, too, have undergone substantial changes. During the Stockholm conference, 134 NGOs, virtually all from the industrialized world, were officially accredited participants. Two decades later, more than 1,400 NGOs were officially participating in the 1992 Rio summit, with about one-third of these groups from the global South—and countless more unofficial participants.9 Over time, international networking and coalition building among environmental groups have become much more common.10


A final measure of the changes since Stockholm 1972 is the growth in the number of international environmental treaties, agreements, and cooperative accords. According to a database compiled by Ronald Mitchell of the University of Oregon, there are more than 1,100 multilateral environmental agreements (three or more parties) in place, and even more bilateral (two-party) accords.11 Many are relatively narrow in scope: agreements between two neighboring countries on specific environmental problems or regional agreements involving small numbers of countries and narrow agendas. But the list also includes several major international accords adopted since the Stockholm conference, including agreements on ocean pollution, acid rain, preservation of the ozone layer, the international trade in endangered species, the trade in hazardous waste, and environmental protection in Antarctica. The designers of international accords at Rio rolled out global treaties on biological diversity and climate change, tried but failed to get a global treaty on forests, and set in motion the process for a global treaty on desertification. In doing so, they had a much broader set of examples to draw upon than did their predecessors; as a result, they also had at least a crude understanding of what makes various approaches to international environmental cooperation effective.12 Since Rio 1992, some important new international agreements have been reached, such as the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety and the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants. But the pace of agreement formation has slowed considerably, for both global and regional agreements, and the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change has arguably come unraveled with the ineffectualness of the goals and timetables that its parties adopted in the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, the subsequent decision of the United States and Canada to not meet their commitments under the protocol, and the general lack of a clear and effective way forward in climate diplomacy. These developments have cast a pall over the prospects for ambitious multilateral environmental diplomacy going forward.


It is equally important to stress what has not changed in the more than four decades since the 1972 Stockholm conference. Many of the stumbling blocks to effective global response seen at Stockholm were also in full evidence at the subsequent gatherings and remain with us today. These impediments include the tremendous mistrust and suspicion governing relations between North and South in world politics; the tenacious embrace of absolute conceptions of national sovereignty by governments, even as they acknowledge the need for coordinated global responses to problems that do not respect borders; and the tensions between the long-term vision necessary for ecologically sane planning and the short-term concern for economic growth and political stability that preoccupies most governments.


Perhaps the most important continuity is that global environmental change has continued at an alarming rate. Since 1970, global commercial energy consumption, a major source of environmental impacts, has more than doubled, and other global indicators of human impact on the environment—food production, water use, overall economic activity, and population—have increased in roughly similar proportions. To be sure, these very crude indicators of human stress on environmental systems can mask as much as they reveal. They say nothing about how underlying activities actually affect the environment, about who or what may be responsible, or about who suffers the consequences most directly and immediately. But they do indicate the scale of the problem and the enormity of the challenge of reorienting fundamental practices that drive growth, production, consumption, and environmental transformation in the current world system.


This mixed picture of continuity and change raises an obvious question: Compared to where things stood at the Stockholm conference, where do we stand as we look to the future? Many environmental advocates have grown dismayed or even cynical about what they see as an increasingly ritualized—and increasingly ineffectual—process of global environmental summitry. In this view, Rio 1992, which produced multilateral treaties on climate and biodiversity and the ambitious goals embodied in Agenda 21, was the “high-water mark” for diplomatic approaches to global environmental rescue. Johannesburg and the most recent Rio summit, in contrast, were noteworthy mainly for demonstrating the lag in implementing these commitments while producing little in the way of tangible products, specific targets and timetables for action, or creative new ideas.


Does the period since Stockholm tell an optimistic story of global society moving to meet the challenges of ecological interdependence, or do those years chronicle an unwillingness or inability to grapple with the root causes of the problem? Perhaps both are true. Growing knowledge and awareness, organizational adjustments, and occasional substantive breakthroughs over the past four decades may reveal important possibilities for change, learning, and effective global cooperation. At the same time, enduring divisions and the far less optimistic tenor of the times (at least when compared to Rio 1992) have served to underscore the depth of the political challenge posed by global environmental problems.


Conflicting Views of the Environmental Problematique


Growing scientific understanding and shared levels of public concern do not automatically translate into a shared understanding of the social causes of environmental problems. One of the first challenges facing students of global environmental politics is to sort out a potentially bewildering debate on the causes of pollution and environmental degradation. Some of this uncertainty lies in the realm of science. The physical, chemical, and biological mechanisms involved in processes such as climate change, desertification, and deforestation are sometimes poorly understood by leading experts, to say nothing of citizens, policymakers, and interest groups. For example, it is only in the last few decades that the global interaction of oceans, atmosphere, land, and biosphere has become a central concern of such disciplines as oceanography, atmospheric science, and terrestrial ecology, causing a growing number of scholars to rethink traditional disciplinary boundaries in these fields. Although knowledge is expanding rapidly on many fronts, scientific uncertainty remains substantial in the face of the complex processes of environmental change.


These aspects of technical complexity are matched by similar controversies, debates, and uncertainties surrounding the social dimensions of environmental change. In explaining why human beings have had such a substantial impact on planetary ecosystems, different analysts invoke factors as diverse as values, technology, culture, ideology, public policy, demographic change, and the social structures of class, race, or gender. Some observers elevate one or a few of these factors to the role of central cause, treating the others as mere symptoms. Others have sought to develop more complex models that stress the interaction of these various forces and processes.


Many see the problem as essentially one of values—in particular, the value that modern societies attach to consumption. In this view, the soaring levels of consumption that track the rise of the consumer society are also surging indicators of environmental harm. Our consumer culture translates wants into needs, stresses material-intensive forms of social gratification, and overwhelms older, more ecologically sustainable traditions that stand in its way. In doing so, the consumer society’s exploitation of resources threatens to exhaust, poison, or unalterably disfigure forests, soils, water, and air. We, its members, are responsible for a disproportionate share of the global environmental challenges facing humanity. Meanwhile, as consumerism spreads through increasingly sophisticated advertising, pop culture, and the global media, more and more regions of the planet adopt the aspirations of the consumer society.13


Technology is another commonly cited culprit. Barry Commoner, a key figure in raising public awareness about environmental problems in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s through such widely read books as Making Peace with the Planet and The Closing Circle, invoked the simple example of the production of beer bottles in the United States to illustrate the technological dimension.14 Writing in the 1970s, Commoner investigated the impact of three factors commonly cited as causes of environmental problems: population growth, rising levels of consumption per capita, and technological change. He pointed out that the number of beer bottles produced in America increased by a dramatic 593 percent from 1950 to 1967, even though the population grew by only 30 percent and beer consumption by only 5 percent per capita. Clearly, a technological change—the replacement of reusable beer kegs and returnable bottles with single-use, throwaway bottles—had led to the bulk of the increase and, hence, to the bulk of the environmental impact in terms of energy use, trash, and so on. Commoner argued that similar technological changes at work across most of the key sectors of modern society were at the heart of the environmental crisis. The surge in popularity of overly large and fuel-inefficient sport-utility vehicles as a means of single-passenger transportation provides a more recent example of this process.


Some observers argue that prevailing technologies and values are best understood as expressions of underlying power dynamics in society. For example, “social ecologists” such as Murray Bookchin—though not necessarily disagreeing with the critique of the consumer society or the cautions about technology’s role—have stressed the importance of social inequality. Bookchin, in particular, warned against attributing environmental problems to such vague and impersonal formulations as “values,” “technology,” and “humanity.” Such reasoning “serves to deflect our attention from the role society plays in producing ecological breakdown.”15 According to Bookchin,


a mythic “Humanity” is created—irrespective of whether we are talking about oppressed ethnic minorities, women, Third World people, or people in the First World—in which everyone is brought into complicity with powerful corporate elites in producing environmental dislocations. In this way, the social roots of ecological problems are shrewdly obscured. A new kind of biological “original sin” is created in which a vague group of animals called “Humanity” is turned into a destructive force that threatens the survival of the living world.16


According to Bookchin, the key to understanding lies instead in seeing how social inequality feeds environmental degradation and resource overexploitation. In this view, societies constructed upon hierarchies of race, class, and gender are fundamentally based on exploitation. For that reason, they have an inherent tendency to seek domination over nature rather than a means of living in harmony with it, just as they promote the domination of some people by others.17


Vandana Shiva, who has written extensively about forestry issues in postcolonial India, provides a model aimed at linking diverse causal forces such as technology, values, and social structure.18 For Shiva, history is key: technological and demographic changes, hierarchical patterns of social structure, and consumption-oriented values are co-evolutionary products of Indian society’s dominant historical experience—the political, economic, and social transformations brought about by more than a century of British colonial rule. Thus, in her view, “causes” of environmental degradation in India as diverse as the industrial revolution, the capitalist world economy, and the destructive power of modern science and technology are “the philosophical, technological, and economic components of the same process.”19


Sorting out this diverse array of claims about social causes of environmental change requires carefully detailed, historical study of the ways in which economic, social, and political institutions in society co-evolve over time.20 Many of the selections in this volume present their own particular understanding of the causes of environmental problems. It will become apparent to the reader that these various causal claims are based on very different understandings of the sources of power, interest, authority, and legitimacy in society. Sorting out such diverse claims does not guarantee that effective policies and institutions will be designed. Actors may agree on the causes of a problem but still disagree on the appropriate responses; they may see their interests affected differently or hold different views about the fairness or effectiveness of a particular response. But grappling with the complex array of causes does seem to be a necessary preliminary step if appropriate responses are to be crafted. Perhaps just as important, examining the diversity of claims about what is happening also helps us to understand the equally diverse beliefs about history, justice, and responsibility that various actors bring to the debate.


Global Environmental Politics: Power, Ideas, and Voices


The material in this book has been selected with three goals in mind. One goal has been to pay particular attention to underlying questions of power, interest, authority, and legitimacy that shape global environmental debates. The challenges of the global environment are often framed as largely technical and administrative tasks of promoting policy coordination among governments. Clearly, rational policies and effective intergovernmental cooperation will be a crucial part of any meaningful response to such challenges. But a narrow focus on governments, treaties, and public policies can blur our understanding of some of the deeper components of the problematique. The environmental problems facing the global community raise deeper questions of governmental authority, of the relationship between the state and society, and of processes of economic and cultural globalization that challenge state sovereignty and the autonomy of local communities.


Second, we have tried to emphasize the ideas that have most powerfully shaped the evolving debate over the global environment. By assembling under one cover some of the most influential voices in the debate, we hope to provide a firsthand sense of how ideas have shaped action, while at the same time stressing the obstacles to changing the world through new ideas alone. Thus we examine some of the most powerful paradigms that prevailed at the time of the Stockholm conference in 1972 and the controversies engendered by those views. We also explore the powerful and controversial new paradigms that have emerged, in the years since then, around themes of sustainability, environmental security, and ecological justice. Comparing these sets of ideas over time not only reveals how people’s thinking has changed but also highlights enduring themes.


Our third goal has been to present a broad range of voices in what is and must be a global debate. This goal might appear to conflict with our previously stated intention of presenting the most powerful and influential ideas: one might be tempted by a sense of urgency to try to narrow the debate to what the most powerful voices consider feasible or desirable. In our view, however, any such narrowing of the debate on the grounds of political expediency would be deeply troubling on moral grounds, given the stakes involved for people, their livelihoods, their health, and all forms of life on the planet. It also strikes us as potentially disastrous—not expedient at all—given the current lack of global consensus on so many fundamental issues. The poor and powerless might lack the ability to shape the ecological future they desire, but they may well have the power to veto proposed “solutions” that ignore their needs and interests. Although universal agreement is a utopia difficult even to imagine, durable responses to global environmental problems can be achieved only through a broad social consensus. Thus we have chosen essays for this book with the intent of including perspectives from the global South as well as the global North, and with voices that are rural as well as urban, female as well as male, and critical of existing institutions as well as broadly comfortable working within them.


The book’s organization is meant to serve these goals. We begin in Part One with a discussion of the dominant paradigms and controversies that shaped debate at the time of the Stockholm conference, and in the twenty years between Stockholm and the 1992 Rio Earth Summit. The views and debates that prevailed in that era provide a useful reference point for measuring what has changed since then. Part One focuses in particular on three provocative and influential ideas of that era: first, the notion that there are inherent “limits to growth” on a planet of finite natural resources and limited ecological resilience; second, the claim that where nature is concerned, self-interested individual behavior often adds up to a collective “tragedy of the commons”; and third, the idea that environmental threats should be seen as matters of national and international security.


In Part Two we examine how the structure of the international system shapes the types of problems we face and the types of solutions we can imagine. The discussion focuses on the roles of national sovereignty, transnational capitalism, and the myriad manifestations of “globalization” in shaping political and economic institutions, patterns of environmental harm, and the possibilities for political responses. Part Two also examines environmentalism as a global social movement, investigating whether we might be seeing the emergence of different forms of political authority that challenge these dominant aspects of system structure.


Part Three examines the challenges of international cooperation and institutional reform. Here we take a tour of several of the most important practices of global environmental governance: through international environmental law and multilateral environmental agreements among governments; through the institutionalized practices of international environmental diplomacy; and through more fluid and emergent approaches such as so-called multistakeholder initiatives.


The volume concludes with three powerful and controversial paradigms that have crystallized and given form to the debates in the period since the Stockholm conference: sustainability (Part Four), environmental security (Part Five), and ecological justice (Part Six). For some observers, these three paradigms are complementary and potentially harmonious facets of a single vision for the planet and its people. Others see tensions and contradictions inherent in the simultaneous pursuit of development, security, and justice in world affairs. Convergent or not, they are likely to remain the conceptual building blocks for environmental initiatives of the future.


In compiling this material, we have deliberately avoided organizing the book around a conventional list of environmental “issue areas” (climate change, deforestation, toxics, acid rain, and so on) or generic types of environmental problems (such as transboundary pollution flows or problems of the global commons). To be sure, these are useful ways to organize one’s thinking about complex, multidimensional problems. However, by focusing on crosscutting themes of power, authority, and responsibility, we hope this book will provide a useful complement to these other approaches, which are already well represented in the literature.
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PART ONE


THE DEBATE BEGINS




 


THE 1972 UN CONFERENCE ON THE HUMAN ENVIRONMENT, HELD IN STOCKHOLM, was a seminal event in the history of global environmental politics. Many important international agreements had already concluded by the time of the Stockholm conference, including a treaty governing Antarctica (1959), a partial nuclear-test-ban treaty (1963), a treaty governing the exploration and use of outer space (1967), and several international agreements on ocean-related matters such as whaling, the use of marine resources, and pollution. But the Stockholm conference was the first broadly international effort to evaluate and discuss the environment in systematic, comprehensive terms, and it helped establish the trajectory of future efforts—the complex array of diplomatic initiatives and debates, attempts at transnational institution building, and global movements for social change that unfolded during the decades that followed.


Although the Stockholm conference took place more than four decades ago, many of its central debates are still current. Several key questions appear throughout this book: Is global pollution mainly a problem of poverty or a problem of affluence? What is the balance of responsibility between the countries and societies of the North and those of the South in global environmental degradation? Does the institution of national sovereignty help or hinder the effort to construct international responses to environmental problems? An understanding of the dominant ideas and controversies at the Stockholm conference provides an essential historical perspective on the debates and disputes that dominate contemporary global environmental politics.1


In this section we introduce some of the ideas that shaped the debate at Stockholm and in the decades that followed, culminating in the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro. We pay particular attention to three powerful and controversial claims from that era: the idea that there are inherent “limits to growth” facing the international economy, the world’s population, and global consumption; the idea that self-interested individual behavior toward the environment adds up to a collective “tragedy of the commons”; and the claim that the environmental crisis contains the potential to catalyze international conflict and therefore represents a threat to national and international security.


Thinking about each of these ideas has evolved considerably in the years since the Stockholm conference. But they are not just of historical interest. Quite the contrary: they have strongly influenced the nature of scientific and social-scientific inquiry since that time, with many analysts and activists working to either prove or disprove the existence of limits to growth, a tragedy of the commons, or environmentally induced conflict. These ideas also have shaped the political strategies pursued by governments, corporations, environmentalists, and other actors seeking to promote or hinder various forms of international environmental cooperation.


For the industrialized countries of the North, the Stockholm conference was a response to mounting public anxiety over the environmental consequences of industrial society. By the early 1970s, concerns over problems as diverse as air and water pollution, wilderness preservation, toxic chemicals, urban congestion, nuclear radiation, and rising prices for natural-resource commodities began to fuse into the notion that the world was rapidly approaching natural limits to growth in human activity. The best-selling book The Limits to Growth did much to galvanize public fears. Using a technique known as systems modeling, the authors tried to predict the consequences of unlimited growth in human numbers and consumption. As the passage presented in Chapter 1 indicates, they concluded that the convergence of several trends—accelerating industrialization, rapid population growth, widespread malnutrition, depletion of nonrenewable resources, and a deteriorating environment—was moving the world rapidly toward overall limits on global growth. To avoid a potentially catastrophic collapse of the world’s economic and social systems, it would be necessary to implement planned restraints on growth in population and in resource consumption.


Critics of The Limits to Growth argued that the book overstated the urgency of the problem, overlooked the possibility of substituting less-scarce inputs, and underestimated the possibility for technological solutions.2 The book’s central claims were highly controversial, and most Northern governments were reluctant to fully embrace its findings. But the fears articulated in The Limits to Growth found widespread popular support in industrial societies, where they converged with the arguments of a growing coalition of environmental organizations and activists.


Not surprisingly, the idea of limits to growth was received quite differently in the global South. Among the less-industrialized countries, the idea of such limits evoked intellectual skepticism and outright suspicion. These sentiments were expressed eloquently in a 1972 essay by João Augusto de Araujo Castro (Chapter 2), the Brazilian ambassador to the United States and an influential voice in North-South diplomacy. It should be stressed that the South has never been monolithic in its views on problems of development and the environment. But as Castro made clear, many in the South linked the North’s environmental concerns to the broader pattern of North-South relations. There was widespread agreement among “Third World” governments at the Stockholm conference that the North was responsible for the environmental crisis; that the North, having reaped the fruits of industrialization, now sought to close the door on the South; that the environmental problems of poverty differed fundamentally from those of affluence; and that solutions crafted with the North’s problems in mind would be ineffective, or worse, if imposed on the South.


The South’s unity at Stockholm made it clear that a global response to environmental problems would require linking the environmental debate to the development concerns of the South and to a broader dialogue about the political and economic “rules of the game” in the international system. The message was clear: if such connections were not drawn, the South would not participate.


Just as the idea of limits to growth dominated the debate over the consequences of environmental problems, the debate over causes crystallized around the powerful and controversial idea of the “tragedy of the commons.” This view was popularized by biologist Garrett Hardin in a famous essay in the influential journal Science in 1968, which we excerpt in Chapter 3. According to Hardin, the “tragedy” occurred when self-interested actors enjoyed open access to, or unlimited use of, natural resources or environmental systems. Because consumers could benefit fully from additional exploitation while bearing only a small part of the “costs” of that exploitation (for example, environmental degradation), the overwhelming tendency would be greater exploitation of the resource. Each actor would pursue this logical individual behavior until the result for the system as a whole was destruction or degradation of the resource in question. Individual logic would produce collective disaster—hence the notion of tragedy. Using the example of overgrazing on the town commons of medieval England (hence the tragedy of the commons), Hardin suggested that the same combination of self-interest and open access was at the root of current problems of pollution and overpopulation. The solutions offered by Hardin were either to replace open access with enforceable private property rights, so that individual users would reap the full costs as well as the full benefits of their actions, and thus have an incentive to conserve; or to impose governmental restrictions on access, thereby limiting overuse.


Hardin’s model came to be enormously influential in shaping thinking about global environmental problems, particularly for such so-called global commons as the oceans and atmosphere, which do not fall under the domain of any single government. One reason for its influence is the model’s simple elegance: the tragedy of the commons combines a recognizable human motive (self-interest) with a recognizable set of social rules (those allowing open access to natural resources and the environment) to produce a result that most would recognize as undesirable (rapid depletion or destruction of the resource in question).


Along with limits to growth and the tragedy of the commons, a third powerful and controversial idea that emerged during this period was the suggestion that environmental degradation and resource scarcity constituted threats not only to human well-being but also to national and international security. Many works of this era cited the potential for violent conflict around these issues. For some, this was a clear message that national-security priorities had to be realigned to deal with these new realities—with defense budgets and policies shifted away from traditional notions of war-fighting and attuned to the idea of “threats without enemies.” Chapter 4 presents an excerpt from a 1977 report of the Worldwatch Institute in which its founder, Lester Brown, stresses the need to “redefine security” in these terms. Not all shared Brown’s optimism that security could be thusly redefined. Indeed, another identifiable trend of thought during this period was the notion that increasingly authoritarian governance would be needed to keep environmental harm from overwhelming society.3


To many observers during the 1960s and 1970s, limits to growth, the tragedy of the commons, and environmental (in)security formed a bleak combination. They also proved to be difficult ideas around which to catalyze international cooperation, given the controversies surrounding them and the strong implications they seemed to have for economic and political business as usual. Yet none of these ideas has gone unchallenged. Hardin’s model of the tragedy of the commons, for example, is, at heart, just a metaphor: the English commons is invoked as a simplified representation of the complex social rules, customs, goals, and behavioral incentives that shape how people interact with the environment, individually and collectively. Whether such a “tragedy” actually lies at the center of global environmental problems depends on whether this abstraction is in fact an accurate representation of human behavior and social institutions. Critics have pointed out that Hardin misread the actual history of the English commons from which he drew his metaphor. Historical reconstruction has shown that access to the town commons was never unrestrained but, rather, was governed by a complex set of community-based rules that ensured sustainable use.4 The commons system, in this view, was destroyed not by population growth and self-interested individual behavior but by changing political and economic conditions in Britain, which gave powerful actors the ability and incentive to privatize the commons and to overwhelm community-based systems of property rights. Thus, rather than representing a tragedy, the endurance of the commons system, in some cases for several hundred years, shows that there may be possibilities other than the stark choice Hardin poses between purely private property and purely open access.


Scholars have also produced a large body of empirical evidence challenging the inevitability of Hardin’s tragedy.5 A wide range of contemporary natural-resource and environmental systems—often referred to as “common-pool resources”—are in theory subject to the “tragedy,” including fisheries, wildlife populations, surface water, groundwater, rangelands, and forests. Much of this work has found that whether a “tragedy” of overconsumption in fact ensues depends on the type of social rules governing these natural resources or environmental systems. The enforceable private property rights Hardin advocated are just one such set of rules, and not necessarily the most appropriate for all situations. Elinor Ostrom’s influential book Governing the Commons, published in 1990, provided both theory and evidence that self-organizing, sustainable management of shared resources is possible under certain conditions.6 For her work, Ostrom won the 2009 Nobel Prize in economics (despite being a political scientist!). Given the large variation in common-pool resources, their patterns of use, and their users, researchers agree that no single institutional design or set of rules will work in all common-pool resource situations. Nevertheless, we can identify a set of general principles that seem to increase the prospects for sustainable resource use. Chapter 5 presents an excerpt from an essay by Ostrom and her colleague Xavier Basurto that summarizes several of the most important insights from this work.


This analysis is of critical importance in the effort to craft international responses to environmental problems. If Hardin’s tragedy does apply to the global commons, it will be exceedingly difficult to craft effective international responses to global environmental problems. Both of Hardin’s preferred solutions—privatizing the commons or subjecting it to the control of a powerful central authority—are infeasible in the current international system. However, if Ostrom and others are correct that systems of collective management developed by the resource users themselves can be effective on the local or regional level, then it may also be possible to design such systems to operate on the international level.7 Indeed, one can view treaty negotiations among countries as just such an effort. If so, there could still be a tragic outcome for the commons, but it would result from our lack of skill and effectiveness in designing fair and efficient international responses, not from the ironclad logic of nature implied by Hardin.


While scholars were busy trying to find an escape route from Hardin’s tragedy, the political world sought to bridge the North-South split over limits to growth. Here, the key bridging element was the concept of sustainability, which we discuss in detail in Part Five. In 1983, the UN General Assembly authorized a World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), which reported its findings in the seminal report Our Common Future in 1987. The WCED argued that there were sustainable paths of economic growth that could simultaneously address the South’s poverty concerns while putting the planet on a more ecologically sustainable footing.


The combination of greater optimism about rule-governed environmental cooperation, the political bridge offered by the idea of sustainability, and the end of the Cold War created positive momentum for cooperation in global environmental politics, culminating in the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. Today, Rio 1992 is often looked upon nostalgically as the “high-water mark” for efforts to promote international environmental cooperation. There is some truth to this perspective, but it should not be overstated. At the time, Rio was viewed in very different ways by different stakeholders and generated as much controversy as it did cooperation. In Chapter 6 we present a collection of short statements offered at the time by a range of participants and observers, highlighting the enduring controversies around matters of civil society participation, the efficacy of global environmental governance, the power of ideas such as sustainability, and the conference’s likely legacy. These rival interpretations should be kept in mind when assessing the efficacy of subsequent events such as the “Rio+20” summit (see Part Four).


Throughout this era, the enduring contentiousness of environmental politics was seen not only at the Rio summit but also “on the ground.” Consider the controversies surrounding deforestation, which raged in settings as diverse as the Pacific Northwest of the United States and the Brazilian Amazon. The autobiography of Brazilian activist Chico Mendes (Chapter 7) reminds us that environmentalism around the world has historically drawn most of its energy from the grassroots. Despite the growing internationalization of environmental politics, domestic political struggles remain the most important pathway to change. Mendes was a labor activist and environmentalist working in the western Amazon state of Acre. He led a movement for the preservation of the Amazon forest and the livelihood of its occupants. Mendes advocated a brand of environmentalism that struggled as much against the oppression of people as against the destruction of nature. Mendes was killed in 1988, assassinated by a local landowner and his son in response to Mendes’s efforts to organize rural workers in the region. The powerful vision he expressed, which made him an important political leader of the forest peoples’ movement in Brazil, also made him in death a martyr and an international symbol.8


The experiences of indigenous peoples during this period reflected the enduring contentiousness of environmental issues in specific places all around the world. Chapter 8 presents two letters published in 1989—two years after the publication of Our Common Future and three years prior to the Rio summit—by the Coordinating Body for the Indigenous Peoples’ Organizations of the Amazon Basin (COICA). COICA argued that the future of the Amazon basin and the fate of its indigenous occupants are inherently linked. The rampant quest for modernization, colonization, territorial occupation, and economic development of the Amazon basin was damaging natural ecosystems and destroying indigenous communities.


COICA addressed the first of its protest letters to the multilateral development banks. Although the destruction was being driven by the policies of governments of the Amazon basin countries, which largely excluded indigenous communities from decision-making about the region, much of the project activity was being funded by external sources, including multinational corporations and multilateral development agencies such as the World Bank. Its second letter is addressed to the international environmental movement, which is also taken to task for its lack of attention to indigenous concerns. While acknowledging the efforts of environmentalists and the potential for common cause between the environmental and indigenous peoples’ movements, the letter points out that governments, international organizations, and Northern environmental groups have struck bargains that leave out the people most directly and immediately affected. As COICA noted, decisions about the fate of the Amazon forest and its people, whether made at the national or the international level, were excluding those most directly affected.


Despite their critics, and despite changes in our understanding since the Stockholm and Rio conferences, the concepts of limits to growth, the tragedy of the commons, and environmental (in)security remain powerfully influential in global environmental politics. The dispute about growth limits has reemerged in current debates over the prospects for sustainability (see Part Four). Similarly, those skeptical about the prospects for effective international cooperation invoke the logic of self-interested behavior and the commons-like features of global environmental systems—just as Hardin did more than forty years ago. And the increasingly widespread fear that environmental degradation threatens national and international security raises for some the specter of violent conflict, geopolitical maneuvering, and authoritarian responses, even as others see environmental problems offering transformative “peacebuilding” potential (see Part Five). The evolution of global environmental politics cannot be understood without examining the history of these ideas; weighing their claims carefully and critically is as important today as it was in the Stockholm-to-Rio era.


Thinking Critically


       1.    How well have the essays by Meadows, Castro, and Hardin, which were all written between 1968 and 1972, withstood the test of time? Do they still provide an adequate framework for understanding and addressing global environmental problems? What aspects of their essays seem anachronistic? What aspects ring true today? Imagine what a dialogue among these thinkers would be like if they were to meet today and discuss the durability of one another’s claims.


       2.    Contrast Castro’s claims about the environment and development with the views of the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) and the essays on sustainability in Part Four. Do either the advocates or the critics of the sustainability paradigm frame the problem in the same way as Castro?


       3.    Does the work of Ostrom and her colleagues invalidate Hardin’s central claims about the tragedy of the commons? In other words, can Hardin still be right about the larger problem even if he misread the history of the English commons, and even if exceptions to his pessimistic scenario can be found today? What do you think Hardin would say to his critics? Construct Hardin’s argument as a series of logical propositions: If Basurto and Ostrom are correct, which of Hardin’s specific claims or assumptions are most challenged, and how?


       4.    Can we imagine effective rules governing common-pool resources on a larger scale—for example, the global atmosphere or the world’s oceans? What are the limits of scale for these forms of governance, and at what scale are these limits likely to be encountered?


       5.    Contrast Hardin’s arguments about the need for strong command-and-control governance with the essays on ecological justice in Part Six. Is the concentration of power in the hands of the state part of the problem or part of the solution? In an era in which many governments face profound skepticism and frequent crises of authority, are people likely to look to the state for solutions to environmental problems?
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THE LIMITS TO GROWTH


DONELLA H. MEADOWS, DENNIS L. MEADOWS, JØRGEN RANDERS, AND WILLIAM W. BEHRENS III*


Problems and Models


Every person approaches his problems . . . with the help of models. A model is simply an ordered set of assumptions about a complex system. It is an attempt to understand some aspect of the infinitely varied world by selecting from perceptions and past experience a set of general observations applicable to the problem at hand. . . .


Decisionmakers at every level unconsciously use mental models to choose among policies that will shape our future world. These mental models are, of necessity, very simple when compared with the reality from which they are abstracted. The human brain, remarkable as it is, can only keep track of a limited number of the complicated, simultaneous interactions that determine the nature of the real world.


We, too, have used a model. Ours is a formal, written model of the world.1 It constitutes a preliminary attempt to improve our mental models of long-term, global problems by combining the large amount of information that is already in human minds and in written records with the new information-processing tools that mankind’s increasing knowledge has produced—the scientific method, systems analysis, and the modern computer.


Our world model was built specifically to investigate five major trends of global concern—accelerating industrialization, rapid population growth, widespread malnutrition, depletion of nonrenewable resources, and a deteriorating environment. These trends are all interconnected in many ways, and their development is measured in decades or centuries, rather than in months or years. With the model we are seeking to understand the causes of these trends, their interrelationships, and their implications as much as one hundred years in the future.


The model we have constructed is, like every other model, imperfect, oversimplified, and unfinished. We are well aware of its shortcomings, but we believe that it is the most useful model now available for dealing with problems far out on the space-time graph. To our knowledge it is the only formal model in existence that is truly global in scope, that has a time horizon longer than thirty years, and that includes important variables such as population, food production, and pollution, not as independent entities, but as dynamically interacting elements, as they are in the real world. . . .


In spite of the preliminary state of our work, we believe it is important to publish the model and our findings now. Decisions are being made every day, in every part of the world, that will affect the physical, economic, and social conditions of the world system for decades to come. These decisions cannot wait for perfect models and total understanding. They will be made on the basis of some model, mental or written, in any case. . . .


Our conclusions are:


       1.    If the present growth trends in world population, industrialization, pollution, food production, and resource depletion continue unchanged, the limits to growth on this planet will be reached sometime within the next one hundred years. The most probable result will be a rather sudden and uncontrollable decline in both population and industrial capacity.


       2.    It is possible to alter these growth trends and to establish a condition of ecological and economic stability that is sustainable far into the future. The state of global equilibrium could be designed so that the basic material needs of each person on earth are satisfied and each person has an equal opportunity to realize his individual human potential.


       3.    If the world’s people decide to strive for this second outcome rather than the first, the sooner they begin working to attain it, the greater will be their chances of success.


These conclusions are so far-reaching and raise so many questions for further study that we are quite frankly overwhelmed by the enormity of the job that must be done. We hope that this book will serve to interest other people . . . to raise the space and time horizons of their concerns and to join us in understanding and preparing for a period of great transition—the transition from growth to global equilibrium. . . .


A Finite World


We have mentioned many difficult trade-offs . . . in the production of food, in the consumption of resources, and in the generation and clean-up of pollution. By now it should be clear that all of these trade-offs arise from one simple fact—the earth is finite. The closer any human activity comes to the limit of the earth’s ability to support that activity, the more apparent and unresolvable the trade-offs become. When there is plenty of unused arable land, there can be more people and also more food per person. When all the land is already used, the tradeoff between more people or more food per person becomes a choice between absolutes.


In general, modern society has not learned to recognize and deal with these trade-offs. The apparent goal of the present world system is to produce more people with more (food, material goods, clean air, and water) for each person. . . . We have noted that if society continues to strive for that goal, it will eventually reach one of many earthly limitations. . . . It is not possible to foretell exactly which limitation will occur first or what the consequences will be, because there are many conceivable, unpredictable human responses to such a situation. It is possible, however, to investigate what conditions and what changes in the world system might lead society to collision with or accommodation to the limits to growth in a finite world. . . .


Technology and the Limits to Growth


Although the history of human effort contains numerous incidents of mankind’s failure to live within physical limits, it is success in overcoming limits that forms the cultural tradition of many dominant people in today’s world. Over the past three hundred years, mankind has compiled an impressive record of pushing back the apparent limits to population and economic growth by a series of spectacular technological advances. Since the recent history of a large part of human society has been so continuously successful, it is quite natural that many people expect technological breakthroughs to go on raising physical ceilings indefinitely. These people speak about the future with resounding technological optimism. . . . The hopes of the technological optimists center on the ability of technology to remove or extend the limits to growth of population and capital. We have shown that in the world model the application of technology to apparent problems of resource depletion or pollution or food shortage has no impact on the essential problem, which is exponential growth in a finite and complex system. Our attempts to use even the most optimistic estimates of the benefits of technology in the model did not prevent the ultimate decline of population and industry, and in fact did not in any case postpone the collapse beyond the year 2200. . . .


Applying technology to the natural pressures that the environment exerts against any growth process has been so successful in the past that a whole culture has evolved around the principle of fighting against limits rather than learning to live with them. . . . But the relationship between the earth’s limits and man’s activities is changing. The exponential growth curves are adding millions of people and billions of tons of pollutants to the ecosystem each year. Even the ocean, which once appeared virtually inexhaustible, is losing species after species of its commercially useful animals. . . .


There may be much disagreement with the statement that population and capital growth must stop soon. But virtually no one will argue that material growth on this planet can go on forever. . . . Man can still choose his limits and stop when he pleases by weakening some of the strong pressures that cause capital and population growth, or by instituting counterpressures, or both. Such counterpressures will probably not be entirely pleasant. They will certainly involve profound changes in the social and economic structures that have been deeply impressed into human culture by centuries of growth. The alternative is to wait until the price of technology becomes more than society can pay, or until the side effects of technology suppress growth themselves, or until problems arise that have no technical solutions. At any of those points the choice of limits will be gone. Growth will be stopped by pressures that are not of human choosing, and that, as the world model suggests, may be very much worse than those which society might choose for itself.


. . . Technological optimism is the most common and the most dangerous reaction to our findings from the world model. Technology can relieve the symptoms of a problem without affecting the underlying causes. Faith in technology as the ultimate solution to all problems can thus divert our attention from the most fundamental problem—the problem of growth in a finite system—and prevent us from taking effective action to solve it. . . .


The Transition from Growth to Global Equilibrium


We can say very little at this point about the practical, day-by-day steps that might be taken to reach a desirable, sustainable state of global equilibrium. Neither the world model nor our own thoughts have been developed in sufficient detail to understand all the implications of the transition from growth to equilibrium. Before any part of the world’s society embarks deliberately on such a transition, there must be much more discussion, more extensive analysis, and many new ideas contributed by many different people. . . .


Although we underline the need for more study and discussion of these difficult questions, we end on a note of urgency. We hope that intensive study and debate will proceed simultaneously with an ongoing program of action. The details are not yet specified, but the general direction for action is obvious. Enough is known already to analyze many proposed policies in terms of their tendencies to promote or to regulate growth.2 . . . Efforts are weak at the moment, but they could be strengthened very quickly if the goal of equilibrium were recognized as desirable and important by any sizable part of human society. . . .


Taking no action to solve these problems is equivalent to taking strong action. Every day of continued exponential growth brings the world system closer to the ultimate limits to that growth. A decision to do nothing is a decision to increase the risk of collapse. We cannot say with certainty how much longer mankind can postpone initiating deliberate control of his growth before he will have lost the chance for control. We suspect on the basis of present knowledge of the physical constraints of the planet that the growth phase cannot continue for another one hundred years. Again, because of the delays in the system, if the global society waits until those constraints are unmistakably apparent, it will have waited too long.


If there is cause for deep concern, there is also cause for hope. Deliberately limiting growth would be difficult, but not impossible. The way to proceed is clear, and the necessary steps, although they are new ones for human society, are well within human capabilities. Man possesses, for a small moment in his history, the most powerful combination of knowledge, tools, and resources the world has ever known. He has all that is physically necessary to create a totally new form of human society—one that would be built to last for generations. The two missing ingredients are a realistic, long-term goal that can guide mankind to the equilibrium society and the human will to achieve that goal. Without such a goal and a commitment to it, short-term concerns will generate the exponential growth that drives the world system toward the limits of the earth and ultimate collapse. With that goal and that commitment mankind would be ready now to begin a controlled, orderly transition from growth to global equilibrium.


NOTES


1. The prototype model on which we have based our work was designed by Professor Jay W. Forrester of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. A description of that model has been published in his book World Dynamics (Cambridge, Mass: Wright-Allen Press, 1971).


2. See, for example, “Fellow Americans Keep Out!” Forbes, June 15, 1971, p. 22, and The Ecologist, January 1972.
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*Excerpted from Donella H. Meadows, Dennis L. Meadows, Jørgen Randers, and William W. Behrens III, The Limits to Growth (Washington, DC: Potomac Associates, 1972). The text is currently available in its third edition, Meadows et al., The Limits to Growth—the 30-Year Update (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing Co., 2004). Reprinted with permission.
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ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT: THE CASE OF THE DEVELOPING COUNTRIES


JOÃO AUGUSTO DE ARAUJO CASTRO*


Introduction


Interest in the field of ecology, which is centered in the developed countries, has recently increased due to the sudden discovery of a possible imbalance between man and earth. Resulting from the population explosion and the misuse of existing and newly developed technologies, this potential imbalance could bring about an environmental crisis menacing the future of mankind. In several countries the emergence of an interest in ecological problems has not been confined to the realm of the scientific community. It has aroused public concern which has expressed itself, although sometimes vaguely, in such initiatives as Earth Week, celebrated in the United States in April 1970, and the mushrooming of a specialized literature.


As would be expected, the methods envisaged to resolve on a world basis the so-called environmental crisis were inspired by the realities of a fraction of that very same world: the family of the developed countries. Furthermore, the bulk of the solutions in hand, mainly of a technical nature, seek primarily to make healthier the consequences of the Industrial Revolution without necessarily providing a tool for a further distribution of its benefits among states.


This study seeks to introduce some neglected aspects of the interests of developing countries into discussions about a world ecological policy. The working hypothesis is that the implementation of any worldwide environmental policy based on the realities of the developed countries tends to perpetuate the existing gap in socioeconomic development between developed and developing countries and so promote the freezing of the present international order. . . .


Developed Countries


Although there does not yet exist a systematic body of doctrine, the new ecological policy of the developed countries contains several elements that have already stimulated important developments in academic thought, as indicated by the growing literature on the matter, and attitudes of governments and private sectors in these countries, mainly in their relations with the developing countries.


A short historical digression may help in analyzing the rationale of this ecological policy. As a localized phenomenon in the countries of the Northern Hemisphere, the Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth century was not brought about by one single factor. It was not, for instance, the result of inventions or the coming into operation of new machines. As in the case of other major movements in history, it was the result of the interplay of many factors, some obscure in themselves, whose combined effort laid down the foundations of a new industrial system. Growing organically, cell by cell, new patterns of industrial organization were soon translated into the establishment of a new international order. Around the group of countries enjoying the benefits of the Industrial Revolution, there existed an increasing family of countries, trying, mostly unsuccessfully, to modernize their own means of production.


This new international order and the relatively uneven distribution of political power among states, based on the use and monopoly of advanced technologies, may be considered one of the most enduring effects of the Industrial Revolution. And since then, as a normal corollary of the new order, the technologically advanced countries have been endeavoring to maintain their political and economic position in the world while the technologically less endowed countries have been seeking to alter, through development, this global status quo.


This permanent struggle between the two groups of countries persists in the present days and it is unlikely that it will cease in the near future. For this to happen one would have to assume a perfectly homogeneous world community whose conflicts would have been eliminated through a perfect satisfaction, on a homogeneous basis, of all human needs. This condition is most likely to be found only in the realms of utopia. . . .


According to a helpful image taken from academic and governmental sources in the developed countries our planet could be visualized as a “spaceship earth,” where life could only be sustained, nay simply possible, through maintenance of a delicate equilibrium between the needs of the passengers and the ability of the craft to respond to those needs. Undisturbed until recently, this equilibrium would now be menaced by an excess of population and the consequences of the use of both previously existing and newly developed technologies. Elaborating the same image, “spaceship earth” would be divided into two classes of passengers, the first coincident with the technologically advanced countries and the second representative of the technologically less endowed countries, which would necessarily have to trade off positions with a view to maintaining the equilibrium of the vessel. . . .


In order to maintain the equilibrium of the vessel the problems created by population explosion and the use of both previously existing and new technologies should, in the view of developed countries, now be dealt with globally, irrespective of the unequal distribution, on a world scale, of the benefits and related destructive effects on the environment engendered by the Industrial Revolution. Germane to such a global ecological policy is the need for world planning for development which, to be successful, might purposely aim at freezing the present relative positions of the two classes inside the vessel.


Provided that the first class already enjoys low average rates of population growth and is unlikely to opt for a slower rate of industrial growth for the sole purpose of guaranteeing a purer atmosphere or cleaner water, the new ecology-saving policy would be more successful if applied in the areas where the environmental crisis has not yet appeared, even in its least acute forms. Actually, these areas would mainly comprise the territory of the second class. Thus: the second class should be taught to employ the most effective and expeditious birth control methods and to follow an orderly pollution-reducing process of industrialization. In the case of industrialization, the mainstream of socioeconomic development, the lesson must be even harsher: The second class must organize production in accordance with environment-saving techniques already tested by the first class or be doomed to socioeconomic stagnation. . . .


Nowadays some ecologists do not hesitate to say that the developing countries can never hope to achieve the consumption patterns of the developed countries. Some seemingly appalling calculations are offered as proof of this. To raise the living standards of the world’s existing population to American levels the annual production of iron would have to increase 75 times, that of copper 100 times, that of lead 200 times, and that of tin 250 times. Were a country such as India to make use of fertilizers at the per capita level of the Netherlands, it would consume one-half of the world’s total output of fertilizers. Clearly, the parity of the developing countries with the developed ones is no longer compatible with the existing stocks of natural resources. Again, according to those wise men, the increasing expectations in developing countries, which are sometimes associated with something approaching a revolution, are nothing more than expectations of elites and therefore must be curbed. Most of the population of these countries, it is claimed, do not have an ambition to reach Western standards and do not even know that “such a thing as development is on the agenda.”


Now, the alleged exhaustion of natural resources is accompanied, in general, by forecasts of the fateful coming of formidable ecological hecatombs. The continuing progress of developed countries would require an economic lebensraum in the Southern Hemisphere. In the name of the survival of mankind developing countries should continue in a state of underdevelopment because if the evils of industrialization were to reach them, life on the planet would be placed in jeopardy. . . .


Very few reasonable people underwrite these fanciful ideas. Yet, it cannot be denied that the environment in developed countries is threatened and that it should be preserved. The difficulty in dealing with environmental problems nowadays is that they have become a myth. . . . From an uttermost neglect of ecological problems public opinion in the United States has swung to an outright “geolatry.” The environment has been rediscovered and Mother Earth now has a week dedicated to her in the calendar. Schoolchildren crusade to clean up the streets; college students organize huge demonstrations; uncivilized industries that dump their wastes in the air, in the water, or on the ground are denounced as public enemies.
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