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 Professor Wilfred Beckerman,

 Emeritus Fellow des Balliol College, Oxford, England, 

Substainable Development or Economic Growth
Talk on sustainable development,

  1.  the notion   of  'sustainable development'
           During the last few years the politically correct slogan that has swept the developed world and that has been the foundation for a great expansion of bureaucratic activity at both the national and the international level is ‘sustainable development’. It is widely presented as some great new insight that should be used to guide policies that would recognise a general concern for the environment and a particular concern for the rights of future generations to inherit a satisfactory environment.  

It is based on two propositions, both of which are, in my view totally mistaken.. The first is the positive proposition that economic growth will soon come up against environmental constraints of one kind or another, ranging from climate change to limits on resource availability. The second is that it represents the moral high ground. In this talk I shall discuss both.  I shall maintain that the environmental and resource constraints on continued economic growth are vastly exaggerated, and that far from representing the moral high ground the sustainable development lobby overlooks the most important moral obligations of the current generation. But first of all I have to ask what exactly does the notion of sustainable development mean.

One of the most famous definitions of sustainable development is that contained in the   1987 report of the World Commission on the Environment and Development, known as the `Brundtland Report', after its chairperson, Mrs Brundtland, the then Prime Minister of Norway). ‘Brundtland Report’, Our Common Future,  [WCED,1987] In this report sustainable development is defined as `development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs'.
 But such a criterion is not very helpful given that ‘needs' is a subjective concept.  At different points in time, or at different income levels, or with different cultural or national backgrounds, people will differ about the importance they attach to different `needs'   Hence, the injunction to enable future generations to meet their needs does not provide any clear guidance as to what has to be preserved in order that future generations may do so, and provides no clues as to the criteria to be used in arriving at trade-offs between the needs of different generations.  


Clearly, the urgency of needs varies enormously, even for a given individual, let alone for different individuals and then different generations.  The term ‘needs’ does not stand for some objective, homogeneous and indivisible entity.  So to say that the ability of the present generation to meet its ‘needs’ must not be sacrificed at all in order to enable future generations to meet their ‘needs’ provides absolutely no guidance at all.  

The Brundtland report also contained another concept of sustainable development which is not so much meaningless as morally outrageous.  For the report stated that `The loss of plant and animal species can greatly limit the options of future generations; so sustainable development requires the conservation of plant and animal species.'   But, we might ask, how far does the Brundtland report's injunction to conserve plant and animal species really go? Are we supposed to preserve all of them? And at what price?  Are we supposed to mount a large operation, at astronomic cost, to ensure the survival of every known and unknown species on the grounds that it may give pleasure to future generations, or may turn out, in a hundred years time, to have medicinal properties?  About 98 per cent of all the species that have ever existed are believed to have become extinct, but most people do not suffer any great sense of loss as a result. How many people here lose sleep because it is no longer possible to see a live Dodo, which was a rather stupid bird that was wiped out in Mauritius about three hundred years ago?  And hands up those people who lose sleep at night because they cannot see a live Dinosaur.   

The Brundtland report contributed to the adoption of a UN resolution in 1989 to hold the UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro in June 1992, known as the 'Earth Summit'.  The Rio conference adopted a major document which set out a programme of action needed throughout the world '…to achieve a more sustainable pattern of development'. Chapter 8 stated that countries should draw up sustainable development strategies the goals of which ‘...should be to ensure socially responsible economic development while protecting the resources base and the environment for the benefit of future generations’.  But what are socially responsible goals in this area, how far should we protect the resource base, whatever that means, and what are the legitimate interests of future generations that have to be protected?

Since I do not believe that the increasing popularity of a concept as vague and operationally useless as the concept of ‘sustainable development’ can be explained by its intellectual strength, I think its growing influence on international and national policy can perhaps be better explained by reference to sociological phenomena.  These include the public’s appetite for dramatic environmental scare stories, or politicians’ tendency to jump on media-supported bandwagons.  They also include the opportunity for the popularity of sustainable development to be exploited by various interest groups that seek to expand their size, or power or influence..  Such bodies include corporations enterprises who hope to obtain subsidies to the manufacture of, say, low-carbon forms of energy such as fuel cells, methanol, wind turbines and the like; bureaucrats who want to expand their budgets and get promotion by showing how many more projects they need to direct and how many more regulations they have to apply; the media who can find bigger markets if they pander to the public’s appetite for stories that tell them that we are all living on an the edge of an exciting precipice instead of leading rather boring and monotonous lives; and environmentalist pressure groups eager to expand their memberships and budgets.   Backed up by politicians who can recognise a good bandwagon when they see one this coalition of forces is certain to win – at least in rich countries.  Everybody can join.  Any pet project – ranging from dislike of traffic congestion and concern for the extinction of the bald eagle to fear that our grandchildren will be deprived of essential materials for survival – can qualify for inclusion under the sustainable development banner.  No scientific proof or serious logical argument is necessary to gain support for any particular cause.  All that is needed to ensure that one’s pet project or preference wins approval is to chant the mantra ‘that it is needed in the interests of sustainable development’.

When it soon became obvious that the vague by `strong' notions of sustainable development were morally indefensible, as well as totally impracticable, many environmentalists shifted their ground. They have moved towards a concept of sustainable development that allows for some natural resources to be run down as long as adequate compensation is provided by increases in other resources, perhaps even in the form of man‑made capital.  But what constitutes adequate compensation? How many more schools or hospitals or houses or factories or machines are required to compensate for using up some mineral resources or forests or clean atmosphere? The answer, it turned out, was that the acceptability of the substitution had to be judged by its contribution to sustaining human welfare.
  The most widely accepted definition of sustainable development has become a path of development that does not permit any decline in per capita welfare.  But if what we are worried about after all is to maximise welfare, why reject a path of welfare could include a decline in welfare at some point in time as long as total cumulative welfare over the whole period in which we are interested was greater?

[Show transparency of my diagram from my chapter in Dobson (ed.)]
 
But, say the advocates of sustainable development, your diagram overlooks the fact that welfare cannot continue to rise indefinitely if we are using up resources and poisoning the atmosphere and so on.  This brings us to the alleged environmental constraints on economic growth.

2.  The resources constraint
One of the major arguments used in support of some doctrine of sustainable development, of course, has been that we have to avoid using up finite resources since scenarios such as that I have indicated in the above diagram would be impossible.  Resources are finite, it is argued, so that if we are not careful future generations will be forced into poverty on account of our having used up resources too fast.  Now there are three reasons why this is all nonsense.

(i) resources are either finite or they are not.  If they are then, in the longer run, there is no hope for the human race. In fact, if you want some level of output to be maintained for ever then you would have to cut the current level to infinitesimally small amounts. If you want to compromise at something less than eternity, say another 10,000 years only or a million years, how much would you like to cut current levels of consumption in order to permit output to be maintained for such periods of time?  And if you say, ‘Oh well, we don’t mean that resources are really finite.  Of course some means will be found of keeping output going with smaller and small use of natural resources, then you have given the whole game away.  For if resources are not finite after all, then there is no problem.

 (ii) It ignores the nature of economic feedbacks.  The main reason why we will never run out of any resource, or even suffer seriously from any sudden reduction in its supply, is that whenever demand for any particular material begins to run up against supply limitations a wide variety of economic forces are set in motion to remedy the situation.  These start with a rise in price, which, in turn leads to all sorts of secondary favourable feed-backs, notably a shift to substitutes, an increase in exploration, and technical progress that brings down the costs of exploration and refining and processing as well as the costs of the substitutes.  In the longer run, of course, the relative prices of some of the materials in question may still rise, which will cause demand for them to gradually contract towards more and more highly valued uses. 

If, for example, the world were actually to use up most of the existing 1,000 years' or so supply of coal that we now have the price of coal would become so high that it would be used only for ear-rings, or some very special technical uses, in the same way that diamonds or gold are reserved for such purposes. In fact, as I pointed out nearly thirty years ago, the world has managed very well without any supplies at all of Beckermonium, a product named after my grandfather who failed to discover it in the 19th Century. Of course, if the world were suddenly totally deprived of some major source of, say, energy overnight there would be chaos.  But that sort of scenario only happens in science fiction.  

(iii) The fear that we shall run out of resources conflicts with all the empirical evidence of the past history. Predictions to the effect that we cannot go on using up resources at the current rate because we shall run out of them have been made since the days of Ancient Greece, when Pericles warned his countrymen that the world would soon run out of supplies of wheat and timber.   It was their total failure to allow for the way that markets work which led the Club of Rome in 1972  to issue its alarming prediction of the imminent exhaustion of many key minerals [Meadows et al., 1972].  In the event, during the following twenty years the total cumulative consumption of these materials more or less matched, or exceeded, the levels of 'known reserves' that existed in that year.  Yet the world economy has not been brought to a halt.  Indeed, known reserves at the end of the period finished up being about as big as or, in some cases, much bigger than they were at the outset.[Beckerman, 1995a, p53]   Even for energy, where more serious students of the subject believed that there might be a gradual depletion of economically viable sources of supply, the outcome has been very different. 

     Show transparency of following table

Table 1  Reserves and consumption of key minerals, 1970 and 1999
                                          Estimated reserves,                         Cumulative consumption

           Product                (million metric tons)                                (approx.)
              

      1970                    mid-1999                 1970-1999           

Aluminium                         1,170                   34,000                            430

Copper


           308                        650                           290

Lead                                         91                        140                           150

Nickel                                      67                        140                             22

Zinc                                       123                         430                           190 


Notes: 1970 reserve estimates are from Meadows et al., 1972, pp56-58.  1999 reserves estimates include ‘…demonstrated reserves that are currently economic or marginally economic plus some that are currently sub-economic’ [World Almanac 2000, p.131, taken from the US Geological Survey and the US Department of the Interior].  The figures of aluminium reserves include bauxite expressed as aluminium equivalent. Consumption estimates are from Materials Bulletin’s Prices & Data, annual, (publ. by Metal Bulletin Books Ltd., Surrey, UK).  

It is just so easy to enumerate the way that past predictions of environmental catastrophe have been falsified it would be embarrassing to continue to do so.  The fact is that future generations are likely to be much richer than is the current generation, and there is no foundation whatsoever for believing that the steady march of progress and rising incomes will be halted by environmental constraints.

                  3. How important is climate change

I am not qualified to talk about the scientific aspects of this problem since I am not a scientist or a film star or a politician or a member of the British Royal Family.  And time constraints make it  impossible for me to embark on this very complex issue.  But I would like to say that the scientific aspects of the problem are by no means the only ones that need to be taken into account.  For in order to justify drastic action to prevent climate change three questions have to be answered.

(i) how far are the scientific predictions reliable?

(ii) Will the damage that might be done by climate change exceed the costs of preventing it?, and

(iii) Are the costs and benefits of preventing climate change distributed equitably between rich and poor countries and rich and poor generations?

Now it seems to me that by far most of the public discussion and media attention has been concentrated only on the first question.  But such analysis as has been made of the other two questions strongly support the view that, taking the world as a whole, the damage that will be done by climate change will be on balance very small, and, furthermore, that the benefits that will be reaped by preventing climate change will accrue mainly to distant generations who will be far richer that the current generation.  While the economics of the problem suggest that some moderate reduction in carbon emissions is probably economically viable as is some support for the development of alternative  sources of energy, there is no case for any drastic action, and the most sensible policy is to encourage adaptation to climate change.  


There are far more urgent ways in which we can add to the welfare of the vast majority of the world’s population, both now and in the near future.  Top priorities would include the fight against HIV and AIDS, the provision of facilities for clean drinking water and sanitation in the third world, efforts to control malaria, the development of new agricultural technologies to combat malnutrition, greater rights for women including equal access to education, which has been found to be the best means of reducing excessive birthrates in developing countries.  A recent report by an independent group of independent eminent authorities in various fields of science and social science recently put climate change down the bottom of their list of priorities for raising the welfare of the majority of the people in the Third World.
  

    4.  intergenerational justice
(i) intergenerational egalitarianism.

As I mentioned at the outset, advocates of sustainable development like to give the impression that, on account of their concern with justice towards future generations as well as their greater respect for ‘higher values’ they occupy the moral high ground.  For example, the well-known environmentalist Bryan Norton claims that ‘Environmentalists are moralists…..’ implying that people who may want to give priority to expenditures on, say, more health or education or ordinary private consumer goods or basic needs in the Third World must be devoid of moral sentiments.  In particular, it is often claimed the sustainable development is the only path of development that respects the objective of intergenerational egalitarianism
. 

However, there are two types of reason for supporting egalitarianism.  The first is that greater equality has instrumental value.  For example, it is often argued that it could lead to less envy or more harmonious relationships within society, or less abuse of power by the wealthier members of society.  But, clearly, none of these instrumental functions of equality can apply between generations.

Hence, egalitarianism between generations can only be defended on the grounds that greater equality has some intrinsic value. But hardly anybody would defend this view.  It would imply, for example, that there would be something good about increasing equality even if it could only be done in a way that added nothing to the welfare of the less well-off and reduced the welfare of the better off – i.e. by levelling down.  In fact, to most people what matters is not so much equality at all but the relief of poverty and suffering.  Few people - apart from those consumed by envy - would prefer a society in which total equality was achieved by simply bring everybody down to the level of the most deprived
.

              In any case, egalitarianism between generations is a deplorable objective.  I hope that my children and grandchildren, of whom I have seven and still counting, will be better off than I am.  And we should all hope that future generations will be better off than we are and that welfare will continue to increase indefinitely. But this would add to the intergenerational inequality that has been increasing since time immemorial.  I doubt if our grandparents would object to the inequality that has taken the form of our being better off than they were.
       (ii) The Rights of Future Generations and the Myth of Intergenerational Justice

Another part of the presentation of sustainable development as having more superiority is the claim that it is the only path of development that respects the rights of future generations.   But future generations cannot have rights. The basic reason for this is that future generations cannot have - in the present tense - anything.
  They cannot have long hair or a taste for Mozart.   They will have interests when they are there, and they may well then have rights.  But their rights will only be rights to what is available at the time; not to anything that is no longer available.  It makes little sense to say that our right to see a live Dodo has been violated, and even in the USA I doubt if I could find a lawyer to bring a legal action against the inhabitants of the Mauritius islands who failed to save the Dodos from extinction three centuries ago.  


       Furthermore, , since future generations cannot have rights the interests that they will have cannot be covered by any coherent theory of justice. 
  There are, of course, innumerable theories of justice. But a crucial feature of all of them is a set of principles that enables people to agree on the allocation of rights to whatever desirable assets or opportunities might be the source of conflict and be the subject of dispute
.  This enables people with conflicting interests to co-exist under conditions of some scarcity, without recourse to violence or other threats to life and liberty.  But if one cannot logically attribute rights to future generations their interests cannot be protected within the framework of any theory of intergenerational justice.

                5.  Our Obligations to Future Generations    


None of the above implies that we have no obligations to future generations. Most, but not all, philosophers would regard a rights-based morality as being too narrow, indeed as being impoverished
.   We refrain from killing somebody we disagree with on account of basic humanitarian instincts not on account of an unwillingness to violate his basic right to life.  Similarly, if we see a child in danger of drowning we would try to save it for the same humanitarian impulse.  To go to the other extreme, if our neighbour wants to use our toilet or telephone because his is out of order we would let him do so out of simple neighbourliness or goodwill or virtue, even though he has no 'right' to do so.


Thus the fact that future generations may have no 'rights' that 'trump' the interests of those alive today does not mean that we should not take account of the interests that future generations will have and of the way that our present actions will affect those interests


So the problem appears to be one of predicting which will be the most important interests that future generations will have and that will be affected by our own behaviour and how they compare with the interests of the present generation.  Only then can one reach a balanced view as to where our major obligations to future generations will lie. 

    
And in my opinion, the two safest predictions that can be made for the long-term future are that,first, people will always want freedom from fear, discrimination and humiliation.   The second is that this will always be in danger.

This is because there will always be potential conflict between peoples for all sorts of different 'reasons' and that can easily lead to horrific violations of basic human rights. Except in some Utopian scenarios human wants will always expand more or less in line with what is available, so that, whatever we do now about the future availability of resources and however much technical progress expands our potential for producing goods and services, there will always be conflicting interests in the way that potential output is shared out. Some people will want a larger share and others will be unwilling to provide it. 


Furthermore, conflicts of interest over material possessions are by no means the only causes of conflict.  There is no shortage of other causes.  In any case the human species does not need anything resembling a rational 'cause' for some groups to impose incalculable suffering on others. There is not much likelihood that the weaknesses inside most human beings will ever be eradicated.

 These predictions are far more reliable than any predictions concerning the exhaustion of some raw materials or the inevitability of catastrophic changes in the climate.  Hence, the best guarantee that the needs of human beings for freedom from fear, discrimination and humiliation, which are the essence of what constitutes a human being, will be satisfied is a society that protects basic human rights and provides the maximum liberty compatible with similar liberty for others. 
 

Thus, by contrast with the long-term prospects for poverty and the environment, it seems virtually inconceivable that there will be any decline in the need for eternal vigilance in defence of basic human rights.   It is for this reason that our most important obligation to future generations is to bequeath to them a 'decent society' in which there is respect for basic human rights, tolerance for differences in conceptions of the good life, and democratic institutions and traditions that enable people to sort out their inevitable conflicts peacefully and free of fear of oppression and humiliation.
 


  6. Conclusions

Given the widespread violation of human rights today, concentration on bequeathing a more just society to future generations does not involve any conflict with the interests of the current generation.  There is not some finite quantity of justice and tolerance that has be shared out between generations, like a finite amount of some allegedly non-renewable resource. There is thus no conflict of interest between generations and hence no need for any theory of intergenerational justice to resolve such conflicts.

The only development that is sustainable is development that promotes basic human rights.  Failing that, the only important species that is in danger of extinction is the human race.
� For a recent brief history of the development of the concept and its use in international conventions see Lafferty and Meadowcroft,2000, ch 1.


� For example, John Pezzey [1992: 11], in an authoritative and extensive survey, concluded that most definitions still ‘understand sustainability to mean sustaining an improvement (or at least maintenance) in the quality of life, rather than just sustaining the existence of life’.   He went on to adopt as a ‘standard definition of sustainable development’ one according to which welfare per head of population must never decline.





� See report on ‘The Copenhagen Consensus’ in The Economist, 5th June, 2004, p65-7











                        


1.  I am abstracting here from overlapping generations.


� This fundamental and, in our opinion decisive, point was made by De George, [1981] and with some exceptions, notably de-Shalit [1995], does not seem to have been given due weight in the literature on this subject, perhaps because it was not regarded as sufficiently subtle or obscure.  It is also set out very effectively in Merrills, 1996, p.31.  See also Hillel Steiner, 1983. Various philosophers have supported the notion that future generations have rights, notably by Feinberg, Pletcher, Baier and Warren, in Partridge (ed.),1981,  and Sterba, 1980 and 1999. 


� Probably the most extensive attempts to formulate a theory of intergenerational justice are those by Rawls, 1972, and Barry, 1978, 1989 and 1999.  Both these authors draw attention to the obstacles facing such an enterprise and Rawls goes as far as to say that the problem of justice between generations subjected ethical theory of 'severe if not impossible tests' (op.cit., p.284)


� For example, Rawls refers to 'the rights secured by justice', or as justice as '...a characteristic set of principles for assigning basic rights and duties', or 'For us the primary subject of justice is the way in which the major social institutions distribute fundamental rights and duties' [Rawls, op.cit., pages 4,5 and 7]


� See, for example, Raz, 1986, ch.8, and O.O'Neill, 1996.


� Probably the best recent discussion of the characteristics of a 'decent society' is Margalit, A.,1996. 
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