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Introduction

ROBERT HIGGS AND CARL P. CLOSE

The title of this book prompts some obvious questions: What exactly do we mean by “environmental bureaucracy,” and why are we asking readers to rethink it? What principles inform this book’s critique of current environmental policies, and what evidence suggests that these principles would provide a better guide to environmental policy?

The answers to these questions will emerge as the following pages are read, pondered, and debated, but asking readers to hold their questions until they discover the answers for themselves would be more than coyly evasive—it would forfeit an opportunity to explain why more and more analysts and observers are seeking alternatives to the current approach to environmental protection. The story of that search begins with a brief look at the rise in environmental regulation and how it came to exemplify the dreariness of politics as usual.

ENVIRONMENTAL “AWAKENING” AND POLICY REALISM

Contrary to popular mythology, the environmental “awareness” that came of age publicly in the United States with the first Earth Day in 1970 did not spring fully formed from the brow of the Woodstock generation or even from Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring eight years earlier. Rather, it was the culmination of earlier efforts by John Muir, Gifford Pinchot, Theodore Roosevelt, Aldo Leopold, and others. These thinkers and policymakers’ legacy is hardly monolithic. Many writers today distinguish, for example, between the “conservationists” and the “environmentalists” among these seminal influences, thus revealing inconsistencies in the goals of environmental policy (Chase 2001).

Nor are historians’ interpretations of these legacies uniform. Samuel P. Hays (1959) has argued that the conservationists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were more concerned with promoting wise environmental stewardship for human purposes than is suggested by the rhetoric of preserving wilderness for its own sake. More recently, however, a case has been made that the early conservationists were not the efficiency-driven, public-interest technocrats that Hays suggested and that their environmental evangelism was more spiritual than scientific (Rubin 2000). The point here, however, is not to trace the history of environmental thought, but merely to indicate that environmental history is a tangled thicket.

Similarly, significant differences exist in how best to interpret the history of environmental regulation. One source of such differences (one not touched on in this volume) is the inherent complexity of the scientific aspects of numerous environmental issues. Another source, which may often be more difficult to resolve, is the problem of understanding how particular regulations operate in the real world. The last four words are emphasized because for too long the goals and efficacy of particular regulations were taken at face value. The goals of a regulation, to the extent that they are influenced by electoral politics, were often assumed to coincide with “the public interest,” and seldom were proposed regulations examined sufficiently to establish whether they would advance a reasonable conception of this goal in the presence of real-world political and institutional constraints.

Another type of “awakening” has also taken place in recent decades. Public choice, a young hybrid discipline of economics and political science, aims more or less explicitly to remedy the deficiencies that result from taking public-policy proposals at face value by prescribing a strong dose of policy realism. Rather than ask, idealistically, “What would we like governments to do?” public choice asks, realistically, “What are governments likely to do, given the incentives and constraints of politicians, voters, bureaucrats, and special-interest groups?” Like the consumer who discovers that sausages are less appetizing after he or she sees how they are made, students of public choice learn that political processes—even revered democratic ones—often result in outcomes far different from those described in high school civics classes.

The dethroning of idealized conceptions of political institutions has not been solely a “destructive” affair, however. Public choice has contributed a number of positive insights that can promote the improvement of our institutions. It recognizes, for example, that voters typically display “rational ignorance” in public-policy matters, which means that they often view the opportunity costs of becoming well informed about particular political candidates and proposed changes in the law as greater than the perceived benefits of possessing such information. Rational ignorance thus contributes both to voter “apathy” and to politicians’ tendency to pose as “doing something” to fix a perceived problem rather than to deal with the problem’s root causes. Recognizing the risks of rational ignorance is the first step toward reforming our institutions.

Public choice also emphasizes that government programs have disparate impacts on people and that such disparities affect the political process. In many cases, for example, a program’s relatively few beneficiaries are subsidized by a greater number of taxpayers or others disproportionately burdened by the program’s costs. The combination of concentrated benefits and dispersed costs encourages lobbying efforts by the potential beneficiaries. In fact, it often means that a formal lobbying organization, strategically located near political or media centers, will emerge to court favor with policymakers in order to maintain or expand the benefits and to capitalize on the rational ignorance of those who must pay the bill. Thus, the risk of disproportionate influence by special-interest groups is another hazard that must be considered when reforming political institutions.

The preceding public-choice insights also cast aspersions on the assumption (still taken seriously in many classrooms) that politicians and bureaucrats act as selfless representatives of the electorate. This assumption seems especially odd given the widespread recognition that when these government functionaries act as private consumers, their behavior corresponds predictably to their perceived material self-interest. Yet government functionaries do not undergo a profound personality transformation each time they don their “public-interest” vestments. Rather than clinging to the childlike assumption that they do, public choice holds that material self-interest helps to explain their behavior (for example, their quest to win reelection or their desire to detect new problems to fix in order to justify a larger budget).

In the real world, this incentive problem combines with the knowledge problem: even if politicians and bureaucrats place the “public interest” above their material self-interest, the problem remains of how to define that goal and how best to discover and aggregate the knowledge necessary to achieve its realization.

These points are but a few of the better-known concepts that inform public-choice analysis (see Mitchell and Simmons 1994 for a more thorough treatment), but they are sufficient to suggest an important piece of public-policy advice. Proposed reforms must take into account the cold reality that political institutions seldom perform in the real world as we would like, and government policy must be assessed in a real-world context, not in relation to a textbook list of ideal public-policy criteria (the “nirvana” approach). The risk of government failure cannot be ignored without cost.


THE FAILURES OF ENVIRONMENTAL BUREAUCRACY

Environmental policy in the United States is not entirely without success stories, but the contributors to Re-Thinking Green argue that, for the most part, it has been unexpectedly costly, corrosive to America’s liberal political and legal traditions, and not very effective in enhancing environmental quality. These failures are rooted in the bureaucratic, top-down approach that has characterized U.S. environmental policy.

Ineffective Policies

If environmental policies worked as they were intended to work, there would be no need for this book (although other problems in environmental policy would still merit discussion). In too many cases, however, environmental policies have failed to advance policymakers’ stated goal—namely, to improve environmental quality.

Policies intended to protect endangered species, for example, have rescued few species from their endangered or threatened status. The Endangered Species Act, in particular, has created disincentives for private landowners, who lose much of the economic value of their land when a member of an endangered species is discovered on it. In Africa, the global ban on trade in ivory has created a profitable black market in ivory, leading to widespread poaching of elephants. Protection of endangered species thus fails to live up to Hippocrates’ directive that healers should “first, do no harm,” as do many other environmental policies that create perverse incentives.

Policy fads have also caused their share of policy failures. In the United States, for example, cities whose governments have sought to improve the urban environment by implementing “smart-growth” policies have experienced increased crowding, traffic congestion, escalating housing prices, and deterioration in the quality of urban living.

In any event, the fact that environmental policies often fall short of their aim has been perhaps the most influential reason for seeking new approaches to environmental problems.

Costly Policies

The prevailing command-and-control approach to environmental policy has entailed heavy costs. For example, Clyde Wayne Crews Jr. has recently estimated that in 2002 the costs of enforcing and complying with U.S. environmental regulations amounted to $201 billion (2003, 5). Such costs spill over from the businesses, households, and governmental entities directly subjected to the regulations and affect everyone: the costs of production and hence the market prices of many goods and services have been elevated greatly; other goods have been restricted or eliminated entirely (e.g., asbestos, Freon), compelling consumers to make do with inferior substitutes.

In chapter 2, “Prophecy de Novo: The Nearly Self-Fulfilling Doomsday Forecast,” Craig S. Marxsen cites studies that conclude that by 1990 the regulations issued by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) had resulted in an estimated 22 percent reduction in manufacturing output and a 21 percent reduction in U.S. gross domestic product compared with what would have been produced in the absence of the regulations—statistics that have considerable significance for families struggling to eke out a living. Even those who believe that the benefits of these regulations have been substantial may be hard pressed to believe that such benefits have exceeded these enormous costs and hence that the regulations can be defended on efficiency grounds.

Legally and Politically Corrosive Policies

The most important claim advanced in various chapters of Re-Thinking Green is that environmental bureaucracy has contributed to the corrosion of America’s best legal and political traditions, undermining such core institutions as private-property rights, the rule of law, representative government, and individual liberty. The reasons are readily apparent. Throughout its history, the U.S. government has grown during times of crisis (real, imagined, or manufactured), especially military and economic crises. When a crisis occurs, traditional obstacles to the expansion of government give way to political expediency, allowing new government powers, higher taxes, and new restrictions on individual liberty. After the crisis subsides, government may be scaled back to a degree, but the retrenchment is seldom complete. The establishment of new legal, political, and cultural precedents; the softening of ideological opposition to expanded government; and the creation of a new class of lobbyists (composed of politicians, bureaucrats, special-interest groups, and voters who see themselves as beneficiaries of the new powers) create pressures for the maintenance and expansion of the new powers. In short, national crises tend to create a climate conducive to “ratcheting up” the size and scope of government at the expense of individual liberty (Higgs 1987).

In recent decades, sundry environmental “crises” have played a growing role in altering America’s legal and political institutions. These crises have inspired much ill-considered and hastily enacted legislation that has crowded out potentially far more effective approaches to dealing with environmental problems. Statutes and regulations rather than common-law rules of nuisance, trespass, and strict liability now govern environmental law—often to the detriment of environmental quality. For example, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Milwaukee v. Illinois (451 U.S. 304 [1981]) that the common law may not be used to establish emission standards more stringent than those set by the Clean Water Act and its attendant regulations (Meiners and Yandle 1992; Brown and Meiners 2000). Thus, the act forces every jurisdiction and watershed to rely on a standard that is too stringent in some cases and too lax in others.

Or consider another example of how environmental law has changed the U.S. legal system. The Pollution Prosecutions Act of 1990, as Craig Marxsen explains in chapter 18, made the indictment of “environmental criminals” a growth industry for government, especially in prosecuting small business owners with few legal resources. Many of these cases seem absurdly unfair because the laws are not widely known, and the penalties are not proportionate to the harm. A Honolulu wastewater plant manager was sentenced to thirty-three months in prison (his partner received twenty-two months) for discharging only 6 percent more effluent than his permit allowed, and the court refused to hear the claim that the two managers mistakenly believed their actions were lawful under their permit.

Although it is impossible to say with precision how the common law would have evolved in the absence of the Clean Water Act, it is likely that it would have developed means more appropriate for diverse conditions than the act’s one-size-fits-all approach. Still, even though the common-law approach to water pollution may be far superior to the Clean Water Act, it has little chance of returning to the forefront because the act has created constituents who are effective in maintaining the legal status quo. (Current antitrust laws also inhibit promising approaches to environmental protection; see Yandle 1998.)

Environmental bureaucracy is also having a major impact internationally. Reports of global climate change, for example, have prompted political leaders around the world to draft and support the Kyoto Accord, which, if ratified, will mandate restrictions on greenhouse gases in an attempt to reduce emissions to 1990 levels. The international scope and broad regulatory sweep of the Kyoto Accord would make it an unprecedented challenge to the traditional concept of national sovereignty. In the United States, the prospect of the adoption of the Kyoto Accord has enlisted intense lobbying efforts not only by those who oppose it, but also by special interests (including some segments of industry) that expect to benefit from its passage. In this respect, however, the Kyoto Accord does not differ from other government regulations that create “winners” who see these regulations as conferring a special advantage to them at the expense of competitors with less political clout.


OVERVIEW

The Seeds of Environmental Bureaucracy

Part I, “The Seeds of Environmental Bureaucracy,” contains critiques of two related paradigms that have guided much popular thinking about environmental issues and have helped to spawn environmental bureaucracy. The first is what Marxsen calls “eco-catastrophism”—the view that unless population growth and industrial production are soon reduced substantially, humankind will condemn itself to a world barren of natural resources, buried in pollution, and hence inevitably suffering massive loss of human and nonhuman life.

Doctrines of global environmental calamity are at least as old as the writings of Thomas Malthus two centuries ago, but with the 1972 publication of The Limits to Growth: A Report for the Club of Rome’s Project on the Predicament of Mankind, eco-catastrophism found a new audience and gained renewed respectability, owing to the book’s use of seemingly scientific computer models. Although Limits to Growth was, as Samuel P. Hays has noted, “one of the first, and the classic, statement[s] of the dangers of the increasing human load on the finite environment” (2000, 235), it was as flawed as it was influential, according to Marxsen. Economic-growth theorists, for example, found that Limits to Growth assumed, rather than established empirically, a connection between its model and reality; failed to incorporate the moderating effects of price increases on resource consumption; and relied on the highly unempirical assumption that technological progress will come to a grinding halt. The book’s 1992 sequel Beyond the Limits and other studies it inspired also ignored the behavioral effects of price changes and misunderstood the role of technological progress in offsetting diminishing returns in production.

Paradoxically, although Limits to Growth failed to convince neoclassical economic-growth theorists of the validity of the notion of inherent limits to growth, the book may have helped, Marxsen argues, to bring about a long-run economic slowdown akin to the decline that it had prophesied. As Mancur Olson (1982) has explained, collective action by coalitions often promotes coalition members’ interests at the expense of the public at large. Marxsen, as noted previously, cites studies published in the 1990s that suggest that by promoting regulations that hamper economic growth, successful lobbying by environmental coalitions illustrates Olson’s point nicely. If people had a better appreciation of environmental policy’s great economic costs, they might come to regard the Cassandras of eco-catastrophism as antisocial perpetuators of poverty rather than as the visionary benefactors of humanity so often portrayed in the mass media and popular culture.


The name of the remedy proposed to manage the alleged limits-to-growth crisis is sustainable development. Although most discussions link sustainable development with the goal of preserving environmental quality for the sake of future generations, there is no consensus on its definition—a problem that contributes to an inability to measure it and thus to determine whether a particular policy does much to promote it (Beckerman 2003). Nonetheless, sustainable development is increasingly invoked to rationalize the expansion of environmental bureaucracy at local, national, and international levels.

In chapter 3, “Doomsday Every Day: Sustainable Economics, Sustainable Tyranny,” Jacqueline R. Kasun argues that sustainable development suffers from another significant problem as well. According to widely recognized proponents, sustainable development is entirely compatible with policies that others would consider toxic to the social environment: birth licenses, the abolition of private landownership, a forced reduction in trade to create economic self-sufficiency at local levels, the resettlement of human populations to create larger wilderness areas, and other extreme measures offered to ameliorate the environmental crisis that these proponents claim awaits us otherwise.

Such extreme proposals may currently circulate only among the environmental avant-garde, but they may be harbingers of policies to come. Proponents of these proposals have written leading textbooks on sustainable development and received support from organizations as influential as the World Bank. If sustainable development entails a political order more compatible with totalitarianism than with a free society, as Kasun suggests, we might well expect that its more liberal proponents eventually will begin to reexamine their assumptions about it.


Global Issues

Part II, “Global Issues,” contains examinations of what are often considered the two greatest threats to the natural environment: population growth and global warming. Population growth is widely seen as necessarily destructive of the most important or unique environmental amenities, such as clean air and biodiversity. In chapter 4, “Population Growth: Disaster or Blessing?” the late Peter T. Bauer critiques the more general assumption that population growth is a major obstacle to economic progress in developing countries, an assumption widely held among international development specialists. Bauer also examines whether parents bear the full costs of having and rearing their children or instead impose costs on others and whether pressuring parents to have fewer children is the best means to reduce alleged spillover costs.

Chapters 5 and 6 contrast the operation of markets with regulatory approaches to the problem of climate change. In chapter 5, “After Kyoto: A Global Scramble for Advantage,” Bruce Yandle argues that some organizations have backed efforts to restrict greenhouse-gas emissions not primarily because they believe that doing so is required by a sense of corporate responsibility or environmental stewardship, but because they expect to have a comparative advantage in operating under the new regulatory regime and therefore will be better situated to outperform competitors and reap profits in the marketplace.

Yandle’s analysis implies that political entrepreneurship (of which corporate support for the Kyoto Accord is but one instance among the many he has studied over the years) may be as important in determining the outcomes in highly regulated markets as traditional consumer-oriented entrepreneurship is in less-regulated markets. The risk of wasteful and anticompetitive political entrepreneurship is therefore an important reason to be leery of bureaucratic approaches to solving public-policy problems, especially where nonbureaucratic alternatives exist or can be encouraged by policy reforms.

What would a nonbureaucratic approach to global warming look like? Because market outcomes are contingent on ever-changing consumer preferences, technologies, and entrepreneurial know-how, it is impossible to predict with precision the effects of such a decentralized market approach to climate change. But a few general possibilities are suggested in chapter 6, “Global Warming and Its Dangers,” by J. R. Clark and Dwight R. Lee.

Endangered Species

Part III, “Endangered Species,” relates to efforts to preserve vanishing wildlife. In the United States, the main legislation protecting threatened wildlife is the Endangered Species Act (ESA). Despite wide public support for species protection and ample time for policymakers to perfect the 1973 law, instances of species recoveries attributable to the ESA are difficult to find. In fact, more species have been removed from the endangered species list—when the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service discovered that these species actually were not threatened with extinction—than have been saved by the ESA.

Furthermore, a case can be made that the ESA has actually harmed endangered species because of its absolutist goal of saving all endangered species, its failure to offer guidelines for setting priorities, and its disincentives for landowners to report the discovery of members of endangered species on their own property (which in most cases prevents landowners from altering their property), as Randy T. Simmons argues in chapter 7, “The Endangered Species Act: Who’s Saving What?”

The problem of landowner disincentives is especially troublesome, Simmons explains, because three-fourths of the species on the endangered list live at least in part on private land and perhaps half of the listed species live exclusively on private land. The loss in property values to landowners is a significant, albeit hidden cost of the ESA, to which should be added the costs of funding the endangered species–related projects carried out by such federal agencies as the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the National Marine Fisheries Services, the Bureau of Land Management, the Army Corp of Engineers (“the world’s premier public engineering organization,” according to its Web site), and a plethora of agencies at state and local levels. Seldom has one piece of environmental legislation cost so much yet yielded so little in tangible benefits (unless one counts the creation of a bloated, intrusive environmental bureaucracy itself as a benefit).

Fortunately, potential solutions are available, as Simmons explains in chapter 8, “Fixing the Endangered Species Act.” He advances eight guiding principles to overcome the failure of policy regarding endangered species—four that emphasize frequently neglected biological truths and four that emphasize politico-economic truths also often overlooked or evaded by environmental bureaucrats, such as the power of creating positive incentives for landowners.

Significantly, parts of Africa show signs of a budding backlash against the disincentives created by inflexible wildlife conservation efforts. Since at least the early 1990s, African proponents of community-based natural-resource management have sought to reform public policy by offering economic-use benefits to encourage local populations to support conservation. To date, however, their efforts have been opposed by influential Western conservationists, as Robert H. Nelson describes in chapter 9, “Environmental Colonialism: ‘Saving’ Africa from Africans.” For example, in Tanzania, widely considered one of the most environmentally progressive countries in Africa, Western environmental organizations have successfully pressured the government to adopt top-down conservation policies that deprive native populations of their long-standing role as environmental stewards. Consequently, dry brush and the deadly tsetse fly have overtaken large tracts of land, crowding out both human beings and other plant and animal species.

Eco-colonialist policies have also damaged the social environment by displacing and impoverishing native populations. This tragedy is especially ironic given that many backers of eco-colonialist organizations consider themselves political progressives who oppose traditional colonialism. Perhaps the oversight occurs because the attraction of eco-colonialism lies further below the surface of human affairs. Whereas traditional colonialism is motivated by mercantilist economic fallacies and myopic geopolitical visions, eco-colonialism, according to Nelson, is rooted in a quasi-religious yearning for a Garden of Eden unspoiled by human intervention.


If unmoved by the loss of human dignity caused by eco-colonialism, its adherents might perhaps experience a crisis of faith from their discovery that the forced removal of Africans from their historical lands has also harmed nonhuman species. Should this discovery occur, the growing body of literature on community-based natural-resource management cited by Nelson will be available to inform policymakers—and to give solace to the newly contrite.

An especially destructive instance of eco-colonialism is the prohibition of the international trade of ivory, examined in chapter 10, “The Ivory Bandwagon: International Transmission of Interest-Group Politics,” by William H. Kaempfer and Anton D. Lowenberg. Against biologists and economists’ advice, trade in ivory was made illegal in 1989 by the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), the institutional framework through which countries cooperate to advance species protection. Although the ban on ivory trade was partially lifted in 1997 to allow limited sales from existing ivory stockpiles, widespread trading remains illegal. The ban is a sad but fitting example of how good intentions can give rise to harmful consequences. The ban has harmed not only local villagers (especially farmers whose crops are devastated by free-roaming elephants) and wildlife parks (whose resources are strained by the heavy impact of hard-to-contain elephants), but also the African elephants themselves, which, as noted earlier, are often killed by poachers eager to profit from high black-market ivory prices. The ban has also undermined successful elephant-conservation programs in Zimbabwe and Namibia, which had allowed rural Africans to benefit from elephants through “consumptive utilization.”

Given the ban’s predictable, undesirable effects and the opposition to it from respected conservationists, why was it adopted? As Kaempfer and Lowenberg explain, three factors were especially important in the ban’s eventual adoption: a massive public-relations campaign by animal-rights activists and other supporters of the ban, increased “reputational utility” from supporting the ban, and increased reputational cost imposed on those who might dare to speak against the ban.

The notion that elephants can be viewed as anything other than adorable creatures runs counter to Western perceptions, but in parts of rural Africa it is an undeniable fact that any conservation policy worthy of the name must take into account this notion. Fortunately, according to Kaempfer and Lowenberg, successful elephant-conservation programs in Namibia and Zimbabwe, which give local parties a direct stake in the survival of elephant populations (“consumptive utilization” or “sustainable utilization”), take the local people’s economic needs into consideration and can serve as a model for other countries’ elephant-conservation policies.

Entrepreneurship, Property Rights, and Land Use

Part IV, “Entrepreneurship, Property Rights, and Land Use,” examines some of the key institutions for providing environmental amenities. In chapter 11, “Free Riders and Collective Action Revisited,” Richard L. Stroup explains how the free-rider problem lies at the root of government failure, including failures in environmental policy, and why private entrepreneurs often outperform government bureaucrats in delivering the (environmental) goods.

The free-rider problem (of too many people receiving without payment the benefits of goods produced by others and thereby causing the under-provision of those goods) is typically cited as the justification for government provision of “public goods.” If, for example, enough people contribute to a cleaner environment, mosquito abatement, or biodiversity, an individual has no economic incentive to contribute to their efforts. But if too many individuals attempt to free ride on others’ efforts, there will be too few contributors to ensure that the environmental amenities actually get supplied. The free-rider problem therefore suggests that government provision of public goods is socially efficient—or so the standard story goes.

Stroup, however, shows that the free-rider problem does not end where the public sector begins. Rather, the free-rider problem gives rise to an under-supply of government policies that actually promote the general public’s interests. This outcome occurs because information is costly to gather and interpret accurately, and most voters and policymakers prefer to economize on this cost by relying on other people’s judgments about public policy. Yet when it becomes too costly for the public to monitor public policy, special-interest groups find that they have a comparative advantage in influencing public policy, a tendency that skews outcomes toward their own ends rather than toward the general public’s ends. (Stroup notes, however, that public and private interests sometimes coincide. State forests, for example, are better managed and healthier than federal forests because management of the former is better monitored and influenced by the logging companies and public-school districts that share in the proceeds of timber sales.)

Moreover, Stroup explains, the provision of goods is a complicated process that requires the setting of priorities, attention to costs, alertness to opportunities, and measured risk taking—in short, entrepreneurship. But true entrepreneurship is foreign to public managers because they lack profit-and-loss incentives and thus do not capture the benefits of success or suffer the harm of policy failures. Public managers are free riders in the sense that they bear practically none of costs of their own actions, so they behave accordingly. Voters might want them to act as good environmental stewards (assuming that voters agree about what good means in this context), but this wish does not automatically equip public managers with the capacities and incentives to respond appropriately.

Just as the public sector has been overrated as a supplier of environmental amenities, so has the private sector been underrated, as James R. Rinehart and Jeffrey J. Pompe explain in chapter 12, “Entrepreneurship and Coastal Resource Management.” Private developers on South Carolina’s barrier islands, for example, have discovered how to profit from preserving the habitat of environmentally sensitive coastal flora and fauna and thus to avoid the “tragedy of the commons” that results when unowned or publicly managed common-pool resources (that is, scarce resources for which it is difficult to exclude potential users) become overused.

Under certain conditions, Rinehart and Pompe explain, private developers provide environmental amenities “beyond the requirements of government regulations,” but public policy can either help or hinder the establishment of those conditions. For example, government regulations that permit only small-scale development discourage developers from supplying environmental amenities because the economic benefits (increased land values) would spill over onto adjoining properties, thereby depriving the developers of much of the value that their efforts create. By contrast, policies that permit large-scale development enable the developers to capture much more of their efforts’ economic benefits, which encourages the provision of such environmental amenities.

The nonprofit organization is also under-appreciated as a supplier of environmental amenities. When a nonprofit is actually in the business of owning and managing natural resources—as opposed to acting only as a lobbyist for anti-development policies—it must weigh alternative uses of its holdings so as to maximize the likelihood of its most desired overall outcome, as Dwight R. Lee argues in chapter 13, “To Drill or Not to Drill: Let the Environmentalists Decide.” Both the Audubon Society and the Nature Conservancy, for example, own environmentally sensitive properties on which they allow the commercial extraction of oil and gas deposits, the funds from which they plow back into the acquisition and protection of other sensitive properties.

If a nonprofit environmental organization owned the Alaskan National Wildlife Refuge, would it decline to develop the oil reserves there? Perhaps not. Strong incentives would exist for it to seek a balance between preservation and development. The prospect of internalizing the opportunity cost of locking up the refuge entirely might well entice the organization into managing it in a manner compatible with the organization’s overall conservation goals.

John Brätland analyzes offshore petroleum development in chapter 14, “Externalities, Conflict, and Offshore Lands: Resolution Through the Institution of Private Property.” Oil spills or leaks are the major negative externalities associated with offshore land use, but another type of spillover cost must also be taken into account: political externalities. In this regard, Brätland’s chapter provides an application of the principle analyzed by Stroup in chapter 11. A negative political externality occurs when political “stakeholders” shift the opportunity costs of their preferences onto other parties through the political process, as occurs when voters or regulators prohibit offshore oil drilling. Brätland argues, however, that both environmental and political externalities can fortunately be resolved through innovative applications of the oft-neglected institution of private-property rights.

Urban Environments

Part V, “Urban Environments,” has to do with two trends in municipal land use and industrial planning. In chapter 15, “Is Urban Planning ‘Creeping Socialism’?” Randal O’Toole takes a close look at the “smart-growth” movement. Since the 1920s, city planners have used zoning laws to shape the contours of urban life. Their grip is now tightening under the guise of so-called smart growth, a loose collection of policies that promote high-density living and attempt to reverse people’s movement from the central city to the suburbs. Smart growth, however, is a deeply flawed paradigm that echoes the mistaken assumptions of the command-and-control policies that once plagued eastern Europe, O’Toole argues.

To create a more livable city, smart growth favors minimum-density requirements, strict design codes, and limits on automobiles and parking, but these policies will likely make city life more hectic, according to O’Toole. Advocates of smart growth in Portland, Oregon, for example, hope to increase its population by 75 percent and to add 120 miles of rail-transit lines, but population growth of this magnitude would overwhelm any reduction in the rate of automobile usage, causing three times more traffic congestion and far slower travel times; air quality would suffer, too, because stop-and-go driving burns fuel less cleanly. O’Toole cites estimates that the plan will increase smog in Portland by 10 percent.

Nor does rail transit offer much hope because it usually carries fewer people than does one lane of freeway. “Although originally promoted as less expensive than highways, rail transit projects being considered by more than 60 U.S. cities typically cost around $50 million per mile—enough to build 2.5 miles of four-lane freeway.” Unit costs of other new services—sewerage, water supply, roads, and schools—also increase when all redevelopment costs, including the tearing up of existing low-density infrastructure, are included.


Despite these flaws, smart growth has empowered new constituencies (downtown interests, environmentalists opposed to cars, and bureaucrats who favor regional governance), which may account for its popularity—at least until its undesirable effects become more visible. “Smart growth is a threat to freedom of choice, private property rights, mobility, and local governance,” O’Toole concludes. “[It] is clearly an example of creeping social regulation, if not creeping socialism.”

The case against smart growth should not be taken as an argument against ecological urban or industrial projects per se, however. In chapter 16, “Eco-Industrial Parks: The Case for Private Planning,” Pierre Desrochers examines the industrial symbiosis of eco-industrial parks (EIPs)—communities of companies that recycle each other’s by-products or energy—and whether government planners can improve on the successes of private developments in this area.

Private EIPs such as those found in the Danish coastal city of Kalundborg, the Styria province of Austria, the Ruhr region of Germany, or the Houston Ship Channel are advanced as models appropriate for public managers to emulate. But successful emulation may elude these public managers: the planners of Kalundborg, for example, did not plan the system of mutual recycling that has made their city a showcase of industrial symbiosis; each planner planned only for his own company. The symbiosis of recycling between Kalundborg’s industries emerged gradually in a piecemeal fashion, as each company sought to serve only its own production needs.

The outcome of industrial symbiosis at Kalundborg exemplifies the point made by Scottish Enlightenment thinker Adam Ferguson that “nations stumble on establishments which are the result of human action, but not of human design.” Indeed, industrial recycling is nothing new and may be as old as the Industrial Revolution. Desrochers cites several industrial periodicals that advertised the sale of industrial by-products in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, suggesting that resource recovery is not nearly as novel as the idea that public planners can pursue it more effectively than private actors. The central role played by private-property rights and market prices in the operation of successful private EIPs, Desrochers concludes, suggests that short of removing regulatory barriers to resource recovery, government planners can do little to improve on the industrial symbiosis created by a free market.

The By-products of Environmental Bureaucracy

Contributors to part IV, “The By-products of Environmental Bureaucracy,” consider how the centralized, regulatory approach to U.S. environmental policy is altering America’s legal and political institutions.


In recent years, federal regulators have found an alternative to traditional regulation by rule making or by negotiation: regulation by litigation. The tobacco settlement is probably the most visible instance of regulation by litigation, but the strategy is being employed increasingly in environmental regulation. For example, as Bruce Yandle and Andrew P. Morriss explain in chapter 17, “Regulation by Litigation: Diesel-Engine Emission Control,” the EPA sued heavy-duty diesel-engine manufacturers in an effort to get the industry to scuttle technology that it had developed in response to previous EPA dictates. (The EPA apparently considered that technology to be a violation of the spirit of the previous edicts, even though it conformed with the letter of those edicts.) Litigation by regulation has lowered regulatory costs for the EPA, but it has raised costs significantly for the diesel-engine industry, with the added cost of uncertainty probably far exceeding the amount of penalties imposed by courts or through settlements.

Diesel-engine makers settled the suit at a cost of $1 billion, but that outcome did not necessarily translate into cleaner air, Yandle and Morriss argue. “When agency-sponsored suits are piled on top of agency rules,” they write, “regulated firms and their customers get caught in a maze so filled with unexpected costs and outcomes that the motivating public-interest goals, if present at the outset, can get lost in a dizzying hurricane of briefs and penalties. After a while, for example, no one seems to be checking on air quality.”

The EPA sometimes employs the language of cost-benefit analysis to demonstrate its seemingly tremendous successes, but it does so in a highly misleading manner. It claimed, for example, that from 1970 to 1990 its Clean Air Act programs produced health benefits worth $22.2 trillion at a cost of only $523 billion. Unfortunately, the EPA’s study “actually represents a milestone in bureaucratic propaganda,” according to Craig Marxsen in chapter 18, “The Environmental Propaganda Agency.”

Like junk science in the courtroom, the study seemingly attempts to obtain the largest possible benefit figure rather than to come as close as possible to the truth…. Without the illusory benefit of all the lives saved, the actual benefits of the Clean Air Act were very modest and probably could have been achieved nearly as well with far less sacrifice. The Clean Air Act and its amendments force the EPA to mandate reduction of air pollution to levels that would have no adverse health effects on even the most sensitive person in the population. The EPA relentlessly presses forward in its absurd quest, like a madman setting fire to his house in an insane determination to eliminate the last of the insects infesting it.


Debating Market-Based Environmentalism

Growing concerns about command-and-control approaches to environmental regulations have prompted policymakers to consider replacing them with various market-based instruments, such as excise taxes and tradable emission permits. Part VII, “Debating Market-Based Environmentalism,” examines some of the arguments for so-called market-based environmentalism.

In chapter 19, “Market-Based Environmentalism and the Free Market: They’re Not the Same,” Roy E. Cordato observes that pollution taxes, tradable pollution permits, and other economic incentives are intended to achieve government-mandated outcomes, not market outcomes. The difference between market-based environmentalism and a truly free-market approach, which would rely on private-property rights and the price system, is significant. For example, the tradable pollution permits of the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments, designed to encourage industry to adopt environmentally friendlier production methods and to improve economic efficiency, are bad policy, Cordato argues, because “they implicitly grant the polluters the right to disregard the property rights of others.”

Like the command-and-control policies they are intended to replace, “market-based” environmental policies neglect to confront the government’s failure to define and enforce private-property rights with regard to natural resources. Weak or nonexistent property rights give polluters license to harm others or to misuse politically managed resources. In genuinely free markets with private property, according to Cordato, there would be no prior restraint on producers, but because those who harm others or others’ property can be sued for damages, natural resources would be used more appropriately. Cordato proposes that instead of attempting to manipulate markets flawed by weak or nonexistent property rights, government policy should focus on creating full-fledged markets with well-defined, well-enforced private-property rights to wildlife habitat, bodies of water, air sheds, and other natural resources. In addition to the environmental benefits of having all natural resources owned privately, with full legal accountability, such a policy would be fully consistent with political liberty, a benefit that Cordato believes is ignored for the most part by both liberals and conservatives. “The primary choice is not between command-and-control and market-based policies,” he concludes. “Instead, it is between free-market policies, based on clearly defining and protecting property rights, and socialist—or, perhaps more precisely, mercantilist—policies, based on furthering the societal and personal goals of politicians and special-interest groups. The latter includes both command-and-control policies and those labeled ‘market-based.’”


In a rejoinder to Cordato in chapter 20, “Market-Based Environmentalism and the Free Market: Substitutes or Complements?” Peter J. Hill argues that although Cordato’s criticisms are insightful, market-based regulations nevertheless are preferable to command-and-control regulations. In a world where the costs of adopting a regime of complete private-property rights are significant, market-based regulations may be the best politically viable alternative today. “A more benign reading than Cordato’s of the efforts to introduce market-based solutions,” writes Hill, “is that the transaction costs of defining and enforcing rights in some cases are very high and that the coercive power of government can be used productively to give us solutions that are better than not taking any action at all.”

Environmental Philosophy

The movements and traditions influencing environmental policy have always concerned themselves with more than merely narrow public-policy issues. Magazines devoted to “eco-friendly” living dot our bookstores, and classes on environmental philosophy are standard fare in our colleges and universities—and the breadth of topics they cover is enormous. One organization devoted to environmental philosophy, the International Association for Environmental Philosophy, notes that its field of inquiry includes “not only environmental ethics, but also environmental aesthetics, ontology, and theology, the philosophy of science, ecofeminism, and the philosophy of technology” (www.environmentalphilosophy.org).

Although a survey of environmental philosophy lies outside the scope of Re-Thinking Green, a few of its subcategories that bear on public policy are examined in part VIII, “Environmental Philosophy” (others are touched on throughout the volume). One subcategory pertains to existence values.

An existence value is the price people hypothetically would pay just to know that a particular wilderness area or species exists in a “natural” state, untouched by human activity. Economists increasingly have invoked the concept of existence value in the hope of bringing scientific clarity to environmental policy debates—and of staving off the criticism that economics is inherently pro-development. According to Robert H. Nelson, however, this trend is unproductive and misunderstood. In chapter 21, “Does ‘Existence Value’ Exist? Environmental Economics Encroaches on Religion,” Nelson argues that concept of existence value is deeply flawed and is rooted not in value-neutral science, but in the religious traditions that have influenced, often without acknowledgment, modern environmentalism. “Economists introduced the idea of existence value in an attempt to solve a new problem facing their profession,” writes Nelson. “The problem was real, but the existence-value cure was worse than the disease.”

A second set of topics in environmental philosophy considered here pertains to the automobile and its critics. In recent years, the automobile has faced increasing attack both from intellectuals who have blamed it (tirelessly, one might say) for sundry environmental, social, and political ills and from self-styled “direct action” activists who have firebombed car dealerships that sell sport utility vehicles. Environmental bureaucrats have also taken their toll on automobiles, not only directly through the imposition of numerous car-related taxes, but indirectly through policy guidelines—for example, by proposing weekly car-free days for particular city streets and “transportation-demand management” plans that penalize companies for not encouraging their workers to use car pools.

Against this opposition, Loren E. Lomasky argues in chapter 22, “Autonomy and Automobility,” that the automobile’s benefits far exceed its costs. Lomasky’s defense of the automobile is not economic but philosophical (though not utilitarian, as our wording might have suggested). He defends the automobile forcefully yet eloquently by showing how its intrinsic capacity to move us from place to place—automobility—complements autonomy, the distinctively human capacity to be self-directing. “Automobility has value because it extends the scope and magnitude of self-direction,” writes Lomasky.

Moreover, the value of automobility strongly complements other core values of our culture, such as freedom of association, pursuit of knowledge, economic advancement, privacy, and even the expression of religious commitments and affectional preference. If these contentions have even partial cogency, then opponents of the automobile must take on and surmount a stronger burden of proof than they have heretofore acknowledged. For not only must they show that instrumental costs of marginal automobile usage outweigh the corresponding benefits, but they must also establish that these costs outweigh the inherent good of the exercise of free mobility.

The chapters in this book appeared originally in The Independent Review: A Journal of Political Economy, a quarterly publication of the Independent Institute. Since its inception in 1996, The Independent Review has sought to overcome disciplinary barriers to the understanding of political economy (broadly construed), an aim that we hope this book will also help to accomplish. The editors gratefully acknowledge the many expert referees who reviewed and contributed valuable advice for improving the original submissions to the journal.
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PART I

THE SEEDS OF ENVIRONMENTAL BUREAUCRACY






Prophecy de Novo:

The Nearly Self-Fulfilling Doomsday Forecast

CRAIG S. MARXSEN

The Limits to Growth, by Donella H. Meadows and three coauthors (1972), sold nine million copies in twenty-nine languages (Suter 1999, 2). The book awakened anticipation of a cataclysmic end of the world by allegedly seeing that possibility through a new kind of lens. Its prophecy sprang not from an individual claiming divine inspiration, but from the wizardry of the silicone chip processing precise mathematical expressions that defined the “predicament of mankind.” The authors claimed that a computer analysis revealed that the final, short countdown had begun and that the apocalypse would occur during the first half of the twenty-first century. Without drastic action, a huge decline in world population would inevitably result from depletion of natural resources, accumulation of pollution, and various effects of overpopulation. The only possible means of prevention was an abrupt halt to global growth—both economic growth and population growth. A 1992 sequel, Beyond the Limits, essentially reiterated the claims of the 1972 book. These books have influenced a large following of enthusiasts who remain convinced that growth as we have known it is inherently unsustainable and must give way to a radical imperative to protect the earth.

Robert Higgs (1987, 247–53) has emphasized the political rise of environmentalism in the 1960s and the “energy crisis” of the 1970s as important episodes in a never-ending succession of crises that ratcheted the size of big government ever upward.

Commenting on the Waco massacre that resulted in part from David Koresh’s apocalypticism, Charles Krauthammer (1993, 82) argues that the end of the Cold War left a vacuum subsequently filled by the secular eschatology of the ecocatastrophists. Quoting from Al Gore’s best-selling book Earth in the Balance, he characterizes Gore’s crisis mongering as follows: “if environmentalism does not become ‘our new organizing principle,’ then ‘the very survival of our civilization will be in doubt’” (82). Notwithstanding such expressions of environmental extremism, Gore managed to win a popular majority in the presidential election of 2000.

The expectation of an impending environmental calamity incites political actions that slow global economic growth in a system that preserves itself only by moving forward. In this chapter, I argue that the process of economic growth remains vulnerable to the political fruits of widespread popular belief in the collapse hypothesis set forth in The Limits to Growth. Ecocatastrophism dangerously weakens economic performance in several ways and therefore might bring about a persistently declining global standard of living that would create a debacle not unlike the very one the catastrophists fear.

Since the early 1970s, the U.S. economy has suffered a marked slowdown in the growth of multifactor productivity, at least until the mid-1990s. I discuss this stagnation elsewhere (Marxsen 1999); it remains somewhat mysterious, but ecocatastrophism, I contend, has been one of its significant causes.

THE CALAMITY IS NOT THEORETICALLY INEVITABLE

In 1973, William D. Nordhaus carefully assessed the model underlying the Limits to Growth forecasts, a “world dynamics” model developed by Jay Forrester, an MIT engineering professor. This model employed a technique already well known in economics, systems dynamics (the use of simultaneous difference or differential equations), but without establishing a data-based connection between reality and the model’s equation system (Nordhaus 1973, 1182). To validate his model, Forrester relied on his personal judgment of its plausibility rather than on empirical verification or comparison with established growth theory (Nordhaus 1973, 1182–83). Emphasizing this shortcoming, Nordhaus titled his 1973 critique “World Dynamics: Measurement Without Data.”

Forrester enhanced popular acceptance of his findings by presenting them as computer output, the then-still-mysterious computer serving as a sort of room-filling talisman. When Robert Solow reviewed The Limits to Growth, however, he scornfully charged that its conclusions were logically so close to its assumptions that one hardly needed a computer to obtain them (1973, 43). The 1972 model (and its 1992 successor, too) postulates the depletion of vital exhaustible stocks, such as natural resources and the environment’s waste-disposal capacity, at increasing rates, with no moderating mechanism as exhaustion approaches. Hence, Solow explained, anyone can see that the system will bounce off its ceiling and collapse. Later, Peter Huber was kinder to Forrester, judging him to be an excellent “systems dynamics” modeler (1999, 8) but nonetheless emphasizing Forrester’s mistake of grossly underestimating the available stocks of energy and other resources, which he constrained by virtually freezing human ingenuity (9–10).

Both The Limits to Growth and its 1992 sequel focus on computer-generated simulations of the time path of world population, industrial output, food production, natural-resource exhaustion, and pollution. In both renderings, an inevitable decline in industrial capacity and population dominates the twenty-first century. The models take the form of a system of simultaneous nonlinear difference equations, most of which are of first order (Nordhaus 1992, 5). In other words, the value of a variable such as population at time t + 1 is given by an equation containing the values of several variables at time t. As Nordhaus reiterated in 1992, the equations and the definitions of variables in both the 1972 and 1992 versions of the book were invented de novo rather than taken from established relationships in relevant fields of study; worse, they were not justified by any attempt to verify statistically the behavioral equations involved (14). The Limits models thus ignored the relevant economic theory refined since Charles Cobb and Paul Douglas published their famous mathematical rendition of the “theory of production” in the American Economic Review in 1928. In fact, Cobb and Douglas themselves explicitly proposed “including the third factor of natural resources” in their equations (165). Growth theory as a field of economics culminated in the Nobel Prize–winning efforts of Robert Solow, who carefully incorporated the traditional Cobb-Douglas production function into his analysis. Modern growth accounting, as represented by the work of Edward Denison, John Kendrick, and others, has expanded and elaborated the Cobb- Douglas production function at the heart of its methodology. Forrester completely ignored all this scholarship.

In response to the shortcomings of The Limits to Growth, Nordhaus considers the issues in the context of established economic theory and growth accounting (1992, 15), using a Cobb-Douglas growth model similar to the following illustration:

Output = (technology) (labor)0.6 (resources)0.1 (land)0.1 (capital)0.2

As Nordhaus explains, both labor and capital can keep up with, for example, annual population growth of 1 percent. However, output will grow by only 0.8 percent as a result. The following expressions give an idea of the calculus involved: labor grows 1 percent if we multiply it by 1.01; output grows by 0.6 percent when labor grows by 1 percent because 1.010.6 is approximately equal to 1.006. Likewise, 1 percent capital growth has an effect illustrated by 1.010.2(equal to approximately 1.002). Finally, 1.006 times 1.002 is approximately equal to 1.008, which illustrates the combined effect that makes output grow by 0.8 percent. Furthermore, resources (natural resources and environmental waste-disposal capacity) are decreasing by approximately 0.5 percent per year, tending to reduce output at a 0.0005 annual rate. The technology term therefore must increase at a rate of 0.0025 per year in order to boost output growth up to 1 percent per year and make it keep up with population growth (Nordhaus 1992, 15–16). Historically, in fact, technology has increased at a rate between 0.01 and 0.02 per year, which is why mankind has enjoyed material progress rather than the onset, many years ago, of Malthus’s version of what The Limits to Growth portrays (Nordhaus 1992, 16).

Nordhaus’s modern growth accounting illustration shows output rising as natural-resource inputs are falling. Growth comes from the increase of “multifactor productivity,” the economist’s way of describing the effect of technological progress. With a little more than a quarter of a percent per year of technological progress, income per capita rises unendingly so that tribulations bring no economic collapse. If multifactor productivity grows slower, income per capita sinks persistently. A growing world population with a declining income per capita indeed might become increasingly vulnerable to massive loss of life, much as people in poor countries prove more vulnerable to natural disasters. The violent outcomes of the Limits models, however, require that well-established growth-accounting models abruptly cease to fit reality or technological progress suddenly turns negative and falls precipitously. A great political debacle seems implicit in the Limits model, such as might erupt from some future crisis of intense ecological anxiety more than from any real environmental causes.

CONTINUED GROWTH REMAINS POSSIBLE

Mark Sagoff (1995) writes that some of the foremost mainstream economic thinkers dismiss the idea of limits to growth because knowledge (technology) effectively substitutes for natural resources and services of the natural environment. According to Sagoff, Solow found that past growth depended “simply on the rate of (labor-augmenting) technological change” and that “most of the growth of the economy over the last century had been due to technological progress” (1995, 611). Sagoff notes that ecological specialists such as Herman Daly, on the other hand, argue that further growth will soon prove impossible because of limits imposed by sources of raw materials and sinks for wastes. Paul and Anne Ehrlich, Daly, Robert Costanza, and Donella Meadows (1992) have mounted arguments against the growth model of neoclassical economics, but Sagoff shows that these arguments fail. He cites impartial assessments of the sufficiency of exploitable energy resource reserves, and he explains how price signals have shifted forestry and fishing from extractive to farming approaches. Potential food supplies seem more than adequate and are amenable to technological augmentation. Even the seemingly most serious chemical threats to the environment, such as chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), demand little more than shifting out of activities that create risks out of proportion to their benefits.

Sagoff concludes that ecological economics fails at every turn to show that growth is unsustainable.

Carlos Davidson (2000), a biologist with an economics background, takes issue with what he perceives as Sagoff’s agnosticism concerning the existence of significant environmental destruction relevant to humankind’s well-being. He perceives that Sagoff risks overstatement of the environment’s robustness, and he argues that human activities clearly damage the environment, but not in a way that is likely to lead to catastrophe. According to Davidson, environmental damage is not so much like pulling rivets out of an airplane as it is like pulling threads out of a tapestry. The tapestry becomes more and more threadbare and damaged looking, but it never reaches some critical threshold of cataclysmic failure. The ecosystem is brimming with redundancy, and problems such as reductions in biodiversity do not threaten the viability of the simpler system that results. Like an old carpet, an increasingly damaged and dirty environment would show no tendency to resolve the deterioration trend catastrophically.

Herman Daly takes issue with a theory he imputes to economists, the theory that man-made capital is a substitute for natural capital (land and natural resources) (Sagoff 1995). Daly regards the idea of substitutability between natural and man-made capital as akin to substituting sawmills for diminishing forests. Daly, however, does not appear to understand economic growth theory fully. In the context of “limits to growth,” neoclassical growth theory focuses on the inability of capital accumulation to advance economy-wide real income per capita perpetually in the absence of technological progress. The law of diminishing returns dominates capital accumulation. Holding constant the percentage of total output or income saved, no matter how high the level, causes an increase in the burden of depreciation until it absorbs all the savings that otherwise would have increased the capital stock per worker still further. This phenomenon brings us to steady-state growth in the kind of two-factor production function models with which Solow pioneered neoclassical growth theory (see Solow 1970). The law of diminishing returns means that the boost to output, and therefore to savings, that comes from accumulating more capital diminishes. Capital becomes a decreasingly suitable substitute for land, natural resources, or labor, much as Daly insists. The boost to total depreciation cost (which increases linearly), however, does not diminish as we accumulate more and more capital per worker. In the long run, it is simply impossible to sustain a rate of capital accumulation that exceeds the rate of growth of the labor force, if the technology variable remains constant. Without technological progress, the eventual and inexorable decline of income per capita must occur if land and natural resources enter the production function as Nordhaus suggests, in spite of even the highest imaginable saving rates. The widening of capital becomes as futile a strategy as a hunter-gatherer tribe’s trying to grow forever by continually enlarging their stock of bows and arrows. Nor is human capital exempt from this effect because it, too, is subject to depreciation, just as tangible, physical capital is. Daly exalts the law of diminishing returns as the ultimate and insurmountable constraint that, because of technological progress, it never actually became in the past.

Richard Brinkman and June Brinkman (2001) distinguish growth and development, where development is the technological progress component and has enjoyed the attention of institutional economists. They focus on the “new” endogenous growth models—the so-called “aK” growth models associated with Paul Romer and Robert Lucas—that reject Solow’s treatment of technology as an exogenous variable (507). If, in an “aK” model, capital accumulation itself breeds enough technological progress to offset diminishing returns to capital, then convergence to steady-state growth never happens in a sufficiently frugal society. One basic message of “aK” growth models is that copious saving can help perpetuate growth. The Brinkmans insist, however, that technological progress is actually a cultural variable. They argue that because technological progress is culturally determined, the United States now may be suffering from a long-term malaise or economic decline that endogenous growth models cannot illuminate (2001, 520–22). The Brinkmans surely must gain encouragement, however, from considering Japan’s extremely high saving rate that continued through the 1990s despite the country’s economic stagnation.

We need not enter the controversy over exogenous versus endogenous growth models to benefit from the Brinkmans’ reflections. Endogenous growth models were not intended to rule out stagnation originating from cultural constraints such as overzealous environmentalism. Endogenous growth theory focuses on the power of capital accumulation, human capital investment, and other outcomes of private and public choice to stimulate technological progress (Romer 1994, 3–22). One can accept most tenets of endogenous growth theory without rejecting the idea that technological progress also is determined culturally. Endogenous growth theory hardly seems in conflict with the thesis of this chapter.
 
Neoclassical growth theorists seem inclined to preserve a greater aura of mystery around the technological progress variable. Substituting a simple function of capital for the technology variable obscures the profound role that the law of diminishing returns plays, and exogenous growth theorists resist that as well as what they perceive as too easy explanations of technological progress, even including theories that emphasize facets of freedom. Solow himself, presumably insisting on rigor, expresses skepticism toward correlations that explain growth by using dependent variables such as openness to trade and “political and social and legal things,” arguing that these correlations might be getting matters backward (“Three Nobel Laureates” 2000). He reasons that because countries are growing satisfactorily, they might be more tolerant of free trade, for example, so that free trade is more the effect than the cause of growth. For Solow, theoretical efforts to “endogenize” technological progress remain unproved, and policies to educate workers, encourage innovation, and get out of the way are the best founded we have identified thus far (“Three Nobel Laureates” 2000). A meticulous continuation and expansion of work done by Edward Denison and John Kendrick might better satisfy Solow’s apparent desire for rigor in identifying growth’s causes.

In this chapter, however, I focus on a narrower issue: the corrosive effect of ecocatastrophism that appears capable of overwhelming the processes working in growth’s favor, whether those processes are well understood or not.

MANCUR OLSON RECOGNIZED GROWTH’S TRUE ENEMY

Without explaining what causes growth, Mancur Olson had much to say about what gets in growth’s way, and this was the theme of his 1982 book, The Rise and Decline of Nations: Economic Growth, Stagflation, and Social Rigidities. Collective action by numerous coalitions results in a variety of restrictions—laws, regulations, and so forth—that come about as each group tries to further the interests of its particular members without concern for the common good of society. Examples range from protectionist trade barriers to the Jim Crow laws of the southern United States before passage of the Civil Rights Act. In Olson’s view, in any dynamic society it is just a matter of time before stagnation sets in. Great upheavals such as wars or natural disasters sometimes break the grip of special interests, and a new “golden age” of growth results. A few years or decades later, however, stagnation returns.

Ironically, the very people who fear that environmental limits will bring about a catastrophic collapse are among the most successful in forming coalitions and instigating restrictions that retard growth. In particular, environmental organizations have played a very prominent role in creating and propelling a vast body of environmental regulations that perhaps have been the most costly and productivity sapping of all the regulations in effect in the United States in the last thirty years. James Robinson (1995) found convincing evidence that environmental regulations account for the bulk of the slowdown in productivity growth that plagued the U.S. manufacturing sector between 1974 and 1986. He concluded that because of the burden of environmental regulations, productivity was 11.4 percent lower than it could have been by 1986 (411, 414). His figures imply that in the absence of environmental regulations, manufacturing output would have grown between 1974 and 1986 by an annual factor of 1.01 percent faster than its actual growth (Marxsen 2000, 76). Had the manufacturing sector enjoyed such a boost to annual growth from 1970 to 1990, manufacturing output would have been 22.35 percent higher than it actually was by 1990 (Marxsen 2000, 76).

Michael Hazilla and Raymond Kopp found that by 1990, environmental regulation had reduced real gross national product (GNP) by 92.41 percent as much as it had reduced manufacturing output alone, largely through ripple effects (Marxsen 2000, 76). They thus established a ratio of proportionality between effects on the economy-wide GNP (or on gross domestic product [GDP]) and effects on the manufacturing sector alone, and this ratio points toward a shocking inference from Robinson’s findings. If manufacturing output would have been 22.35 percent higher in 1990 without Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) regulation, then real GDP probably could have been 20.65 percent higher than it actually was in 1990, ceteris paribus (Marxsen 2000, 76). Continued growth of GDP per capita caused by the entry of females into the labor force and the influx of huge amounts of foreign capital obscured an economy-wide stagnation of U.S. multifactor productivity from 1973 to 1995. Thus, the environmental movement unwittingly stifled technological progress in an effort to save us from its computer-spawned prophecy.

A jump in productivity growth is prominent in aggregate data for the period from 1995 to 2000. However, just six sectors accounted for almost all of this jump—computer manufacturing, semiconductors, telecommunications, retail, wholesale, and securities. The other fifty-three economic sectors, taken as a group, had almost no productivity growth from 1995 to 2000 (McKinsey Global Institute 2001, 1). A recent study conducted by a team that included an advisory board chaired by Robert Solow reported a decline of U.S. total factor productivity for the period from 1995 to 1999 in the 70 percent of the economy that lies outside the six “jumping” sectors (McKinsey Global Institute 2001, 5). Multifactor productivity contracted in that segment at a compound annual rate of–0.3 percent, compared with a growth rate of +0.4 percent in the previous period, between 1987 and 1995. Stagnation apparently continued for those trying to produce almost anything other than computers, their parts, or the networks of wires that link them together.

RENT SEEKING IN THE “NEW ECONOMY”

The process Mancur Olson described remains largely invisible to most people. The restrictions instituted by special-interest groups are roundabout. For example, petroleum refiners cannot expect to prevent new competitors from entering the petroleum refining industry by advocating legislation based on the rationale that they would enjoy monopoly profits. However, incumbent petroleum producers might just cease resisting and, instead, support passage of laws such as the Clean Air Act of 1970. That legislation treats existing producers differently from new entrants, who must conform to “new source” emission standards. An apparent expression of corporate environmental responsibility, such advocacy even has public relations value. The environmental law actually constitutes a stout barrier to entry for new competitors. The benefits incumbent producers get in the form of secure monopoly power are more than worth whatever hardships the law imposes on existing firms. Moreover, the petroleum producers have no need for moral remorse. In their hearts, they know that all they really did was deflect and capture a political thrust originally designed without regard for the harm it was going to do them.

Bruce Yandle (1999b) explains such behavior by means of his 1983 “bootleggers and Baptists” model of regulation. Bootleggers, always under attack from Baptists, found it expedient to promote secretly the Baptists’ efforts to outlaw the sale of alcoholic beverages on Sunday. The law would affect only the vendors who legally sold such beverages and would increase the demand for their illegal substitutes. The Limits to Growth vision of environmental collapse fosters public demand for environmental carnivals. Yandle (1999a, 36), reflecting on the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, argues that Kyoto was a rent seeker’s festival of cartelization more than an effort to reduce carbon emissions. The agreement would produce differential effects across countries, industries, and firms, and the opportunities for gaining markets or sheltering existing ones were sufficiently valuable to make participants’ strategic efforts worthwhile (20). At Kyoto, the environmentalists played the role of the Baptists, adding a moral dimension for the rent seekers, the equivalent of the bootleggers, feasibly to exploit in a political direction (Yandle 1999a, 29). The old adage that “politics makes strange bedfellows” is thus illustrated, but the result is hardly good for society as a whole. Yandle concludes that if global warming is a genuine threat, the Kyoto Protocol is not a useful mechanism for allaying it (1999a, 36). Compared with “business as usual,” full Kyoto compliance would reduce atmospheric carbon dioxide levels by an almost undetectable 0.39 percent by 2010 (Yandle 1999a, 23). Unfortunately, likely future reductions of GDP would be more readily detectable and substantially larger in percentage terms, according to several studies Yandle cites (1999a, 25–29). The apparent influence of environmental idealists in efforts such as Kyoto becomes enormous because computerized telecommunications equipment brings to bear, in real time, the tremendous power of a multitude of multinational rent seekers.

The information technology revolution provides a mechanism somewhat analogous to the Krell machines furtively underlying the mysterious monster of the Forbidden Planet. In that 1956 Warner Studios sci-fi classic, Dr. Morbius (Walter Pidgeon) is unaware that his subconscious whims are directing an invisible creature powered by hundreds of networked nuclear reactors and that the creature inexplicably has destroyed all of his former space colony companions (except his wife and daughter). Likewise, the misguided environmentalist today directs the power of countless rent seekers, collected by computer/telecommunications technology, to form a monster that destroys productivity growth.

The computer revolution has given rise to electronic networks with the potential to serve as the nervous system of a great global leviathan we only can begin to imagine today. Productivity growth, however, is not the only threatened victim of such a monster. It easily can single out individual humans as, for example, ecological offenders.

CATASTROPHIST SEVERITY

David Koresh and his followers, guided by their own fatidic perspective, seemingly distinguished themselves from ordinary Bible-study groups by developing a propensity for violence. Likewise, the ecocatastrophists’ apocalyptic vision promotes an emphasis on the use of force and state-sponsored brutality for persecuting people, most of whom are guilty only of trying to use resources efficiently. Pietro S. Nivola and Jon A. Shields (2001) emphasize the economic hurtfulness of the manifold excesses of America’s “zero tolerance” and “adversarial legalism” about environmental matters, describing an ongoing environ mental-protection campaign that too often has defied common sense. Let us consider, then, the intolerance emanating from America’s apocalyptic green Machiavellianism.

Rancorous enforcement has come to distinguish the U.S. criminal justice system, suggesting some fundamental change in American attitudes. In May 2001, The Economist reported that the United States had more people in prison than any other country in the world, recently passing Russia to become the world’s leading jailer (“Coming to a Neighborhood near You” 2001). Patrick McCormick, a Christian ethics professor, notes that the United States has a national incarceration rate five to eight times as great as other industrial democracies (2000, 509). He marvels that in 2000 the United States had half a million more prisoners than China and held one-quarter of the entire world’s prison population (509). The numbers suggest that Americans feel more vengeful now. McCormick’s purpose is to portray the U.S. “war on drugs” as an unjust war. Statistically at least, Americans used to seem more tolerant of one another and less tolerant of such vindictiveness on the part of government.

Since the publication of the original Limits to Growth in 1972, the U.S. government has begun to use prison sentences to force those in business to obey environmental laws. The nation appears desperate to stop what polluters are doing to the earth. The EPA initiated 75 percent of its 1993 cases against individuals, not corporations (Litvan 1994, 30). Environmental crime cases from 1991 through 1993 led to the conviction of 353 people, who were sentenced to an average of 8.5 months in prison (30). From 1983 to June 1995, the Department of Justice indicted 406 corporate defendants and 1,052 individual defendants, obtained 732 convictions of individuals and 331 of organizations, collected more than $298 million in criminal penalties, imposed 558 man-years of sentenced imprisonment, and actually obtained 351 man-years of confinement—all for environmental crimes (Millner 1995, 37). With a 400 percent increase in the EPA’s budget for its environmental crimes section over the first five years of the 1990s, the scheduled number of gun-carrying EPA environmental police reached 200 in 1996 (Litvan 1994, 29). In 1994, Congress debated bills to increase prison sentences from three years to five years for knowing violations of environmental laws.

On the surface, at least, some of the cases lamented in the print media seem absurdly unfair. For example, Dennis Marchuk, a lawyer involved in real-estate development, received a two-year prison sentence for storing a large number of bags of asbestos at his Marcus Hook industrial center, after removing them from old buildings on the site, stashing them in basement foundations, steam tunnels, and cavities under roads (Roberts 1993, 3–4). Marchuk reportedly never suspected his actions exposed him to such criminal prosecution (3). As he discovered, however, small businesses make easy targets because they lack the money to fight or the upscale lawyers on retainer. The Pollution Prosecutions Act of 1990 drove most of the EPA’s rising effort to put businessmen into prison (4). One cannot but feel sorry for two Dallas-area businessmen who thought discharging untreated wastewater into the Irving, Texas, water system would subject their companies merely to a fine. Judge Jerry Buchmeyer sentenced the owner of one company to twenty months in prison plus a year of probation. The vice president of a second company received two years in prison plus three years on probation (Hemphill 1993, 30).

Mariani and Weitzenhoff, plant managers of an eastern Honolulu wastewater treatment plant (Cohn-Lee 1994, 1351–52), violated the Clean Water Act and were found guilty of exceeding the plant’s EPA discharge permit by “allowing discharge of waste-activated sludge directly into the ocean” (Kole and Lefeber 1994, 38). Over a fourteen-month period, they exceeded the permit limit by just 6 percent (Cooney’ 1996b). On August 8, 1994, the Ninth Circuit of Appeals declared that the government needed only to prove that Mariani and Weitzenhoff knew that they were discharging; the government did not have to prove the men knew they had exceeded their permit’s limit (Cohn-Lee 1994, 1356). Moreover, the court refused even to allow the men to defend themselves on the basis that they did not know they were violating their permit (Cooney 1996a). The court would not let the men present in their defense the claim that they mistakenly believed “their actions were authorized under their EPA permit, in order to prevent a catastrophic failure of their sewage treatment plant” (Cooney 1996a). One of the men received twenty-one months in prison, the other thirty-three months; then both were given “upward adjustments of six months on their sentences for ‘obstruction of justice’” (Kole and Lefeber 1994, 38). In January 1995, the U.S. Supreme Court, without comment, refused to overturn their convictions (513 U.S. 1128). The courts completely ignored the fact that farmers now spread between one-third and two-thirds of North American and European sewer sludge on farmland as fertilizer (MacKenzie 1998, 26).

Keith A. Onsdorff, an attorney specializing in the defense of individuals and corporations charged with criminal environmental offenses, expresses serious misgivings about the direction U.S. environmental regulation has taken in recent years: (1996, 14). Whereas legal debates have focused on the issue of defendant knowledge that a crime was committed, Onsdorff argues that federal environmental law has “lost its moral compass” (14). Radical departure from our nation’s commitment to just and proportionate criminal law is obvious, especially in light of the absence of proof of significant harm to the environment in our present statutory scheme (14).

The exact definition of “obstruction of justice” seems confusing to someone not trained as a lawyer. Folk wisdom prohibits defending a spill on Aunt Bertha’s carpet by making light of the harm done. But the Mariani and Weitzenhoff case calls to mind another case, United States v. Goldfaden, in which the defendant pleaded guilty to unlawful industrial waste discharge and was sentenced to thirty-three months in prison. Hoping to receive a reduced sentence for cooperation, he tried to show that he had not committed a severe offense. Rather than reducing the defendant’s sentence, the court added months to it, finding him guilty of “obstruction of justice” by testifying untruthfully (Kole and Lefeber 1994, 38). Perhaps the judge had read The Limits to Growth and regarded Goldfaden as a man contributing to the destruction of the earth.

A two-year sentence tormented a man who had contaminated his garbage with ordinary dry-cleaning fluid (“Dry Cleaner Gets Fine” 1996, 2C). Eric A. Bradley, thirty-eight, of Decatur, Georgia, improperly disposed of filters and chemicals in an exterior trash bin in November and December 1994 at the dry-cleaning business he owned in Columbus, Ohio, at the time. Judge David W. Fais of the Franklin County Common Pleas Court said he had no alternatives, although everyone thought Bradley would be sentenced only to probation in addition to his $10,000 fine. Alexander Volokh and Roger Marzulla (1996) have explained how the Comprehensive Crime Control Act of 1984 included strict mandatory sentencing guidelines for environmental offenders. In an effort to narrow disparities in sentences, the U.S. Sentencing Commission created a “Sentencing Table” that adjusted for knowledge of the vulnerability of victims, abuse of a position of trust, use of special skill to facilitate the crime, acceptance of responsibility, criminal history, and so forth. Volokh and Marzulla emphasize that the environmental sentencing guidelines are so tough that they often produce sentences longer than the maximums prescribed by the actual laws enforced.

Guidelines evidently force judges commonly to impose prison time in cases such as Bradley’s (Volokh and Marzulla 1996). Jonathan Adler (1993) has discussed the absurdity of the EPA’s classification of perchloroethylene (common dry-cleaning fluid) as “hazardous waste” in light of the relative safety and low toxicity that originally led to its acceptance as the dry-cleaning agent of choice.

Startled by the severity of environmental enforcement, the business community scrambled to comply with pollution laws. Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility (PEER) reported in 1998 that the Clinton administration allegedly had undertaken 52 percent fewer environmental-infraction prosecutions and obtained 60 percent fewer convictions during the 1994–96 period, compared with the 1989–91 days of wrath (“Soft on Enviro Crime” 1998, 4). President Clinton, however, escalated government enforcement efforts among those who, in the eyes of ecocatastrophists, were destroying the earth. PEER subsequently found 1996–98 pollution prosecutions only 27 percent lower than in 1989–91, convictions 38 percent lower, and the conviction rate 10 percent lower, with a mere 25 percent shortfall in the number of defendants sentenced to prison (Mokhiber 1999, 7)—a 52 percent increase in Clinton’s pollution prosecutions in the 1996–98 period compared with the 1994–96 interval. Russell Mokhiber characterizes this increase as “some improvement” (1999, 7) in Clinton’s toughness on environmental crime. Groups fearful of our imagined ecocatastrophe, impelling Clinton, helped boost America to its premier position among gulag nations.

AMERICA’S TASTE FOR INSIDIOUS MOVIES

Richard Stroup and Roger Meiners (2000, 1–22) have emphasized that the U.S. liability system has gone wrong. Not only do Stroup and Meiners observe that liabilities currently existing under hazardous-waste laws exceed $1 trillion (2000, 6–7), but they contend that such “calculated costs greatly understate the liability problem” (12). They find that the underlying perverse changes in the U.S. legal system have resulted from “the electorate’s susceptibility to thinly supported claims of environmental crisis” (17). Bruce Benson has discussed the destabilization of property rights that bizarre changes in America’s tort law have produced—changes such as the 1980 Superfund legislation (2000, 129–50). Tort frenzy perforates modern corporations as if they were public lands when oil rights went to anyone who could stake a claim (137). Passionate lynch mob juries persuaded by the ecocatastrophist argument or a judge fully convinced that pollution is destroying the earth seem poorly qualified to referee the optimal internalization of environmental externalities that Ronald Coase is acclaimed for proposing. Instead, they become promoters of “junk science in the courtroom,” as Peter Huber (1991) describes it.

Americans’ misguided zeal for punishing environmental offenders appears in their acclaim for several recent motion pictures. Two are worthy of attention because they are likely to be more familiar than the details of less-dramatized real-world trials. The movies Erin Brockovich (2000) and A Civil Action (1998) stand out especially. For Erin Brockovich (played by Julia Roberts), the villain is Pacific Gas and Electric, which leaked water containing chromium 6 into the groundwater. In A Civil Action, John Travolta plays a lawyer who sues Beatrice Foods and W. R. Grace, bringing “a civil action” against them for pouring solvents on the ground and allegedly polluting the groundwater. Both Pacific Gas and Electric and W. R. Grace paid millions in out-of-court settlements. Pacific Gas and Electric paid out the largest individual-action settlement in history ($333 million). Yet, according to a lengthy EPA report available on the Internet (Grevatt 1998), chromium 6, or hexavalent chromium, a common rust inhibitor, turns out to be harmless when people ingest it orally in small quantities. The solvents disposed of by W. R. Grace were not likely even to have been present in the water consumed by its alleged victims. Michael Fumento (1998, 2000) has analyzed these two groundwater contamination cases, and he argues convincingly that both lack merit. Chromium 6, though suspected of being carcinogenic when inhaled, does not prove to be carcinogenic at all when ingested orally (Grevatt 1998, 48). The human body converts it to a chemical commonly found in vitamin supplements. Referring to an EPA report, Fumento (2000) summarizes a profile that makes it almost certain that hexavalent chromium did not cause a single one of the symptoms prompting the lawsuit in Erin Brockovich’s case. Likewise, he (1998) explains that W. R. Grace’s pollutants could not have reached the plaintiffs’ wells in time to cause their diseases, and research fails to show that the pollutants are even capable of causing such diseases.

Shortly before his death, Mancur Olson (1996) delivered a famous speech about why some nations are rich and others poor. Poor nations lack institutions that make property rights secure over the long run, so the gains from capital-intensive production elude them. Olson adds, “Production and trade in these societies is [sic] further handicapped by misguided economic policies and by private and public predation.” (22). According to Tillinghast-Towers Perrin (a management consultant for insurance issues), the annual cost of the U.S. tort system, including payments to injured people, legal fees, and administrative expenses, was no less than $165 billion in 1999, a figure equal to approximately 2 percent of GDP or double the percentage in most other industrial countries (France 2001, 115).

The information technology revolution is advancing the art of selecting targets and strategies that effectively will manipulate a jury to make an apparently frivolous and emotionally driven decision that often defies science. Like doctors perfecting some new medical treatment, lawyers collaborate over the Internet. A successful courtroom presentation creates a marketable script that other lawyers play repeatedly to many audiences, just as a door-to-door cookware vendor repeatedly makes a set sales pitch. The public’s resistance to tort reform is perhaps promoted by the widespread belief that damage to the environment is pushing mankind toward the calamity foretold in The Limits to Growth. The public had little sympathy for Hooker Chemical (later a subsidiary of Occidental) when it suffered its Love Canal legal crisis. Exxon fared little better when it spilled oil in Prince William Sound. Michelle Malkin (1996, 34) later reported, however, that the chemicals in Love Canal actually did not appear to have caused any health effects at all. And when Gregg Easterbrook (1995) visited Prince William Sound several years after the great oil spill, he found that the only lasting damage seemed to be that caused by the mandated cleanup actions.

Jan Schlichtmann, the real-world lawyer who inspired the movie A Civil Action, having recovered only $8 million in expenses in his 1986 first attempt, returned to sue W. R. Grace a second time. Affiliated with a large San Francisco law firm, he pressed a class-action product-liability suit alleging that Zonolite Attic Insulation contains hazardous amounts of asbestos (Breslau and Welch 2001, 48). Defending against more than 58,000 asbestos-related lawsuits had weakened W. R. Grace before Schlichtmann’s second attack (48). On December 31, 2000, there were 124,907 bodily injury claims, 7 property damage lawsuits, and 9 class-action attic insulation lawsuits pending against Grace (W.R. Grace & Co. Takes Asbestos Charge and Warns of Bankruptcy 2001, 16). Grace declared bankruptcy on April 2, 2001. It followed into Chapter 11 more than two dozen other companies including Babcock & Wilcox, Armstrong World Industries, Owens Corning, and Burns & Roe Enterprises—companies that produced or used similar products (16). Technological progress toward energy efficiency seems also to be a wounded victim.

Spectators probably felt remote from the W. R. Grace bankruptcy, as a general bear market preceded it. The investor in an index fund most likely never noticed that the S&P 500 dropped W. R. Grace out of the index itself in December 2000. Likewise, shortly after Julia Roberts received her Oscar and while Erin Brockovich was enjoying what remained of her $2 million in loot, Pacific Gas and Electric declared bankruptcy under Chapter 11 on April 6, 2001. Maybe the average investor thought that in part the stock market was foreseeing the cataclysm foretold in The Limits to Growth and thus never suspected that our tort system was playing a significant causal role. We almost certainly can attribute to widespread acceptance of ecocatastrophism some of the public acclaim for such destructive and unjust predation.

Destroying long-respected corporations and inhibiting innovation are not the only effects of this ill-conceived and pervasive attitude. Veneration of the excesses of environmental tort suits and overblown concern for insignificant traces of contaminants in the groundwater greatly hinder rational waste-disposal efforts in the United States. Landfill standards and regulations seem excessively rigorous and unnecessarily costly inasmuch as the maintenance of waterproof covers is probably adequate for aquifer protection. Joint-and-several liability deters greater use of landfilling as a waste-disposal method. Much manure and sewer sludge is disposed of presently in ways that contribute to surface-water pollution, whereas regulations make its burial prohibitively expensive. Paradoxically, landfilling of garbage, sewer sludge, manure, and other kinds of waste might offer a realistic solution to the problem of increased anthropogenic carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. In the United States, yard waste is commonly banned from landfills even though landfilling of the totality of our carbonaceous waste potentially might provide an artificial carbon sink that might halt the rise in atmospheric carbon dioxide altogether (Marxsen 2001). Government, hysterically pressed to harass by overregulation every reasonable waste-disposal activity, actually is an unintentional promoter of some of our most serious pollution problems.

CONCLUSION

The American propensity to demonize polluters and punish them severely derives to an extent from an ill-founded conviction that all manner of environmental offenses are bringing us closer to the apocalypse foretold in The Limits to Growth. The ecocatastrophists’ predictions lack sound theoretical foundations. Demagogic prophecy has encouraged excesses and extremism on the part of environmental catastrophists. The Limits to Growth seems to epitomize the belief that drives misguided Americans to pervert justice and suspend mercy in order to subdue polluters.

Environmental catastrophism has driven a massive expansion of the regulatory state, and environmental regulations may have proved sufficient to wipe out almost fully the U.S. multifactor productivity growth that comes from technological progress. Unfortunately, our now stunted productivity growth was theoretically all that stood between modern civilization and the inexorable decline and deterioration that population growth and natural-resource depletion themselves might theoretically bring about. Paradoxically, the otherwise dubious prophetic vision of The Limits to Growth remains potentially akin to a self-fulfilling prophecy, threatening to help usher in a slow-motion version of the very scenarios of collapsing modern society that its models portray.
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Doomsday Every Day

Sustainable Economics, Sustainable Tyranny

JACQUELINE R. KASUN

What will be the Clinton “legacy” is an intriguing question that comes up in various contexts. Certainly there have been unprecedented political and sexual scandals. The last American administration of the twentieth century will also be remembered for its devotion to feminism, environmentalism, multiculturalism, and one-worldism. Less well known, but arguably more world-changing in its effects, is the administration’s dedication to the concept of sustainable development.

“Sustainable development” was the galvanizing theme of the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. Based on the work of the Brundtland Commission in 1987, the goal of sustainable development has been enthusiastically promoted by the World Bank, the U.N. Development Fund, the U.N. Environment Programme, and the United Nations agencies promoting “world governance.” It inspired President Clinton’s Council on Sustainable Development. It has precipitated an avalanche of World Bank publications, such as the fourteen volumes of the Environmentally Sustainable Development Proceedings series of the 1990s, transforming untold acreages of forest into official paper. The phrase occurs frequently in the Chinese Communist press, usually in conjunction with news about the progress being made in the family planning program (Hong 1998). The two topics—sustainable development and “family planning”—are linked throughout the literature.

Economists have struggled, without much success, to reconcile the various definitions that have been offered for “sustainable development.” Herman Daly, an economist who has been involved since the beginning, says not to worry—lots of good ideas can’t be defined (1996, 2). Daly, long associated with the World Bank, has written the seminal works in the field and is now joined by a host of authors producing textbooks for the college generation. Instruction in “sustainable economics” suffuses or replaces introductory economics courses at a number of institutions.

Whatever it is, sustainable development promises to transform life on this planet. The Rio conference produced agreements on everything from land-use planning (including “sustainable mountain development”) and greenhouse gases to, of course, birth control. There were agreements on “human settlements,” “sustainable agriculture,” “biodiversity,” and on and on in its “Agenda 21” and its Climate Convention and its Convention on Biological Diversity (Agenda 21 1992). Though Congress did not adopt the program, the Clinton administration proceeded as if it had, adopting new federal regulations and appointing a President’s Council on Sustainable Development, made up of federal officials and prominent environmentalists, to pursue the agenda with vigor.

The Clinton Council on Sustainable Development issued its own version of Agenda 21, declaring that we must “change consumption patterns,” “restructure” education, “conduct a high-visibility public awareness campaign…to adopt sustainable practices,” “create a network of conservation areas for each bioregion…based on public/private partnerships” (so much for private property), “realign social, economic and market forces…to embrace conservation,” “use building codes [to secure]…environmental benefits,” have “local…community planning…to develop a common vision,” create “a council of…key stakeholders to…achieve sustainable management of forests,” and “promote development of compact…neighborhoods” (good-bye, suburbs) (President’s Council 1995).

Moreover, it decreed that “population must be stabilized at a level consistent with the capacity of the earth to support its inhabitants,” whatever that capacity might be (President’s Council 1995). The definitions may be elusive, but the program is uniform throughout the literature. It is to create massive, new bioregional conservation areas; control land use, consumption, and markets; re-educate the masses; and control population.

The Sierra Club announced at the U.N. Population Conference in Cairo in 1994 that “local activists” of the club in the United States were working “in a consensus-based…process to establish…thresholds for…population and consumption impact on the local ecoregion…. Addressing local carrying capacities will improve the quality of life for all and help develop sustainable communities” (Sierra Club 1994). The club didn’t specify what action those local activists would take if it turns out that local populations exceed carrying capacity, but, as will be shown, other devotees of sustainability have done so.

Since the Rio conference, more than 130 countries have created new bureaucracies to implement Agenda 21 and its requirements for sustainable development, according to the Earth Council, whose founder is Maurice Strong, director of the Rio conference and now assistant secretary general of the United Nations (Earth Council 1997). Many local and regional compacts for sustainable development exist in the United States, stretching from Florida through Missouri to Santa Cruz and Humboldt County, California. Henry Lamb of the Environmental Conservation Organization has described some of them, including the statewide plans for Florida and Missouri (1998).

Sustained by foundation money and federal grants, rarely mentioning Agenda 21, salaried environmental activists are convening unsuspecting local citizens to engage in the “visioning” process to plan for the sustainable community in their future. Vice President Gore’s Clean Water Initiative and the Clinton administration’s American Heritage Rivers Initiative are nurturing the process by encouraging local “watershed councils” to make comprehensive plans for their regions.

HERMAN DALY’S APOCALYPTIC VISION

Probably not many of these souls have read the works of Herman Daly or Maurice Strong, the Rio documents, or the modern college textbooks in sustainable economics. If they had, they might be less eager to help. Daly, an economist, first came to national attention during the 1970s when the Joint Economic Committee of Congress published his plan for reducing births by government licensing. As in China, the government would issue the licenses in the restricted numbers requisite for achieving its population targets, and persons attempting to give birth without licenses would be punished. Unlike the Chinese system, the licenses could be bought or sold, as in the modern schemes for emissions control (Daly 1976).

People of common sense hearing such schemes tend to find them fantastic and amusing. But the World Bank was so enchanted by Daly’s notions that it gave him a job as a senior economist in the Environment Department. In 1990 he and a theologian co-author, John B. Cobb, Jr., published their comprehensive plan for the salvation of the world, For the Common Good: Redirecting the Economy towards Community, the Environment and a Sustainable Future. Disputing major teachings of economics, the authors called for university “reform” to reduce the influence of economics and increase attention to the “social and global crisis” (357–60). That reform, of course, is now going forward. Like other leaders of mass movements, they argued that logical reasoning is greatly overdone and called for “a conscious shift toward…relativisation” (359). Such a shift also is rapidly occurring. Daly’s hostility toward economics is not unique; many aspiring world-changers have seen economics, with its emphasis on logical reasoning based on fact, as the enemy of their plans.

Daly and Cobb called for the conversion of “half or more” of the land area of the United States to unsettled wilderness inhabited by wild animals (255), the abolition of private land ownership (256–59), a giant forced reduction in trade and a change to self-sufficiency at not only the national level but at local levels also (229–35, 269–72), government controls to reduce output to “sustainable biophysical limits” (whatever those might be) (143), and the resettlement of a large portion of the population to rural areas (264, 311)—remember Cambodia and Pol Pot, who has been called “the ultimate deep ecologist.”

Moreover, they wanted a prohibition of the movement of private wealth (221, 233)—so much for any escape from the sustainable paradise—the abolition of direct elections, except for local officials who would in turn elect higher officers of the government (177), and, of course, complete population control by means of birth licenses. The intent was to promote the “biospheric vision” in the spirit of “deep ecology,” which sees the need for a “substantial decrease in the human population” to promote “the flourishing of nonhuman life” (377). They added that this necessary reduction in the “human niche,” a phrase echoed in subsequent United Nations documents, might be achieved either by a fall in population or by a decline in resource consumption (378).

Daly and Cobb understood that these vast changes would require some readjustments in attitudes, to say the least, and saw hope in the “influence of ecological and feminist sensitivities” (377). Not only have those attitude adjustments materialized, but academic economics, identified by Daly as the enemy, has also been remarkably helpful, producing quantities of new books and courses on sustainable development and related topics. Generous grants from government, foundations, and international agencies have encouraged this outpouring.

The justification for these massive changes in human life on the planet lay in what Daly and Cobb called “the wild facts”—that is, the alleged extinction of species, the ozone hole, the greenhouse effect, acid rain, and the imminent exhaustion of oil supplies. The last, of course, has disappeared from the current list of portending calamities; but never mind, we now have deforestation and the methane crisis. In any event, the bottom line was that we suffer from an excessively human-centered point of view, and people should be taught to adopt the “biospheric vision” (376) in recognition of our “community with other living things” in the spirit of “deep ecology.”

Daly and Cobb provided no evidence of any of the catastrophes they listed and even acknowledged some uncertainty about the “precise physical effects” (416). Nevertheless, they insisted that the impending crises were “facts” that could not be denied. Scientific disputes over these matters have expanded since then, prompting the True Believers to develop new arguments.

Some of us may wonder whether the work we do makes any difference in the scheme of things. Daly and Cobb need have no such concerns. Their words, phrases, and arguments now appear throughout the United Nations documents on the sustainable society and the literature of sustainable economics. And Daly, now at the University of Maryland, has reiterated his vision in a 1996 book, Beyond Growth: The Economics of Sustainable Development. Together with Robert Costanza, Daly now directs the International Society for Ecological Economics, based in Solomons, Maryland.

STEVEN HACKETT’S CONTRIBUTION

The nature of current college instruction in the field can be seen in the textbook Environmental and Natural Resources Economics: Theory, Policy, and the Sustainable Society (1998), by Steven C. Hackett, who teaches economics at Humboldt State University. As in Daly’s case, Hackett’s justifications for proposing fundamental social change are the imperiled biosphere and “the continued growth of human population,” which causes “loss of biodiversity” and “deteriorating…wilderness areas” (12, 13), and many other ills.

On these points, there is serious debate, as the author admits. He insists nevertheless on “the potential for catastrophic change in the global climate…rising sea levels…inundation of…low-lying areas…desertification of…grain-producing areas…mass hunger…and…rapid loss of biodiversity” (12). These dire forecasts, of course, have been featured on television for a generation and will probably not unduly alarm modern students. Nor will these hardened young consumers of doomsday prophecies be surprised to learn that population growth threatens the “habitats of many of the world’s species of animals and plants…the integrity of the world’s remaining temperate zone wilderness areas, coral reefs and other marine ecosystems, and tropical rainforests” (12, 13).

Descriptions of these expected calamities recur throughout the book, repeating what college students have heard from Peter Jennings, Ted Turner, Al Gore, and Zero Population Growth throughout their young lives (Singer 1999). Global warming portends “hundreds of millions or more people leaving Bangladesh, the Nile Delta, and coastal China…summer droughts…heat waves…reduce[d] soil fertility” (190–91). According to Hackett, the distinguished scientists (including a former president of the National Academy of Sciences) who dispute this scenario (Seitz 1998) have ulterior motives; he says many of them are in the pay of the coal and oil industries (192). Never mind the flood of grants going from the Department of Energy, the World Bank, and other sources to Hackett’s side.
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