This essay is going to critically discuss the statement ‘It is impossible to effectively balance the needs of the economy, society and the environment in the contemporary world’ (Dicks, 2020). For this to be done successfully, it is important to understand the concept of sustainability. 

According to the Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987), Sustainability is ‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ This demonstrates that a sustainable society needs to be one that continues into the future; Sterling (2009) supports this and suggests that “A Sustainable society is one that persists over generations, one that is far-seeing enough, and wise enough not to undermine either its physical or social systems of support”. For these needs to be met there needs to be a balance between economy, society and the environment which are commonly referred to as the ‘three pillars of sustainability’ (Purvis, Mao & Robinson, 2018). To examine this concept the assignment will focus on the Valero oil refinery and how it is attempting to balance the three pillars. This will be followed by a discussion on whether this is possible or not, linking to relevant sustainability theories.  

Building on the concept of balancing the three pillars, in 2015 the United Nations created 17 Sustainable Development Goals aimed at establishing a stronger balance between these social, economic and environmental pillars (Costanza et al, 2016). According to Lambertini (2018), sustainable development is only possible if the planet is healthy. He argues that whilst these 17 goals are all interconnected, it would seem that four of them are the basis for all the others, which are productive land, clean fresh water, healthy oceans and a stable climate. His argument is that neither society nor the economy could exist without a healthy environment to sustain them.  This argument is shared by Martine & Alves (2015) who state that ‘interactions between land, oceans and the atmosphere control the conditions under which our societies depend for their survival’. 

As the population continues to grow the transition of energy has become high on the agenda in the world’s largest gas and oil organisations due to the needed increase in renewable energy and electrification (Heiligtag, Kleine, & Schlosser, 2019).  It is widely recognised, that the burning of fossil fuels such as oil emits vast quantities of carbon dioxide (Co2) into the atmosphere; which contributes to climate change and global warming and is known to have a harmful effect on us and our planet (Perera, 2017; Johnsson, Kjarstad and Rootzen, 2018). Globally, the environmental imbalance caused by overuse of non-renewable resources has helped increase the gap between rich and poor (Martine & Alves, 2015). For example, whilst some countries may have the financial capability to manage these dangers, most countries that are developing do not (WCED, 1987).  We can no longer rely on fossil fuels as the world’s supplies are decreasing and they are finite (Ritchie, 2017).  Royall (2019), president of Gulf Energy Information stresses that issue of oil’s sustainability is the ‘most important issue’ facing the energy industry. 

The oil industry therefore needs to make efforts to be sustainable in terms of these economic, environmental and social pillars (Costanza et al., 2016). As an example, the Valero Oil Refinery situated on the Milford Haven waterway in Pembrokeshire is addressing these issues and considering how they are meeting the need to find a balance between people, profit and place (Valero, 2019; Gil-Doménech and Berbegal-Mirabent, 2018). 

The Oil refinery has been operational since 1964 however, was taken over by Valero in 2011 (Valero, 2020). Valero is a global manufacturer that distributes and markets ‘transportation fuels and petrochemical products’ (Valero, 2019) and is a significant employer in the area with a report by Milford Haven Port Authority (MHPA) suggesting that 40% of jobs in the areas surrounding Milford Haven are linked both indirectly and directly with the waterway (MHPA, 2012). This demonstrates that without the oil refinery the levels of unemployment and poverty will increase. This poverty has been highlighted in a recent report published by End Child Poverty (2020), that states that Pembrokeshire Local Authority now has the highest child poverty rate in Wales (Evans, 2020). Therefore, this emphasises the crucial aspect of the link between Valero and the local economy. 

The County Council in Pembrokeshire has long term goals to facilitate organic growth through developing local skills, research projects and innovative ways (PACEC, 2015). What is needed is policy that supports business growth, retaining staff and developing skills in order to prevent further job losses with large employers such as Valero (PACEC, 2015). In 2016, Valero were awarded ‘large employer of the year’ at an award ceremony in Pembrokeshire college which recognised the outstanding dedication Valero provided in supporting and training youths through traineeships (Valero, 2020). Therefore, if the refinery were to ever close this would have a devastating impact on the economy and society of Pembrokeshire, with a relatively small population, has already suffered from the closure of other larger employers (PACEC, 2015). It is precisely situations like this that need to be considered when planning for any large industrial developments in a particular area, in order that there is a balance that will not be detrimental if the development fails.

The fact that most oil is not a recyclable energy source also has an impact when considering the environment and how to balance the three pillars of sustainability (Purvis, Mao & Robinson, 2018). The European policy goals for 2020 are founded on three factors driving European Energy policy which are security of trade, markets that are competitive and sustainability. The objectives are to have a 20% decrease in Co2 emissions in comparison to ten years ago with 20% of energy coming from renewables also for energy efficiency to rise 20% (European Union, 2020).

Valero has said they are tackling the issue of oil being finite by making significant financial investments in its processing to enhance its performance environmentally. This ranges from diesel that is renewable to installing of joint production of heat and electricity and ‘flare-gas recovery systems’, and wind turbines powering a refinery. Ongoing improvements in operating safe and reliable equipment have reduced environmental incidents, emissions, flaring occurrences and use of energy (Valero, 2019). However, it can be argued that despite all their efforts, Co2 and other harmful gases are still being emitted and there continues to be damage to the environment, ongoing depletion of oil and harmful oil spills which pollute  our waters and are harmful to animals and plants (BBC, 2019; Oilcare, 2015; National Assembly for Wales, 2019).  

Part of Valero’s aim is to become ‘environmentally friendly’ (Valero, 2019) and, in attempting to achieve this have been planting trees in a bid to offset their emitted carbon emissions (Valero, 2020; BBC, 2016). Carbon offsetting is a scheme where companies that emit more than their permitted levels of Co2, balance this by investing in projects that cancel out their overproduction of Co2 and thus become carbon neutral (ClimateCare, n.d.). However, the United Nations Environment Programme argues that offsets should only be seen to be part of the solution, stating that reforestation projects, for example, are not enough to reduce carbon emissions in a world that continues to grow and demand more resources (Hagelberg, 2019). Evidently, planting trees to meet the greatest possibility for storing carbon would only counteract a minority of the United Kingdom's daily emissions. This means that the need to substantially reduce the use of fossil fuels should be highly prioritised (Gabbatiss, 2020). 
However there appears to be a level of cognitive dissonance among oil refineries as on one hand they say they are serious about the effects of climate change and want to reduce these effects, yet on the other hand they continue to use finite resources that emit toxic air pollution into the environment contributing further to it (Dixon, 2020). 

Until a sustainable way to minimise use of the earth’s natural resources is found it would remain unsustainable to keep producing fuel to meet the needs of society. This negatively impacts on the third pillar in the equation - society. This can be seen in the rainforests where mass deforestation is destroying the habitats and way of life of the indigenous people (Pachamama Alliance, 2019. On a more local level the coal mining industry in South Wales had a similar impact in terms of environment and health. Although the miners had employment there was long term impact on their health, prosperity and wellbeing (Bennett et al, 2000; Beatty et al., 2019). It could be argued that the same thing could happen if Valero closed. Both the Brundtland Report (1987) and the Well Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) stress the importance of ensuring the health and prosperity of future generations. Although Valero is providing employment in the present it could be argued that it is having a bearing on the future, particularly if the emissions from their refinery is adding to global warming.

In a recent Spanish report on the health risks of residing nearby oil refineries, many air pollutants such as ‘sulphur, carbon monoxide and dioxide, nitrogen oxide and others as well as various metals are often found in the environment (Marques et al., 2020). It is reported that Co2 emissions in Pembrokeshire are 2 metric tonnes higher than the national average; partly as a result of the industrial activity located in the county (Pembrokeshire Public Services Board, 2017). The impact of living near petrochemical industries is reported to have increased risks to health including asthma, respiratory problems, cancer, haematology. The report highlights potential risks for children, adults and women in pregnancy and birth. However, there is a shortage of scientific information concerning the possible adverse impacts on health for communities residing close to refineries and in Pembrokeshire no adverse impacts on health have been reported. This suggests that, on paper, Valero are successful in maintaining low levels of emissions.

The activities of Valero are closely monitored by the Environment Agency and Natural Resources Wales and they are required to report their emissions data in compliance with their permit and their emission limit. (Natural Resources Wales, n.d). Therefore, this would suggest the risk to health is minimised in Pembrokeshire. However, without scientific evidence to verify these claims there may still be impact on health. Perera (2017) points out that climate change has a substantial impact on the health of children and suggests that neuro developmental disorders and increased mortality through illneses such as pneumonia are at greater risk , this demonstrates an indirect link that the Valero oil refinery has on health.  According to Watts et al (2015) climate change can potentially undo the health benefits from the developing economy and health associated gains that emerge from sustainable economic actions and suggests that ‘tackling climate change could be the greatest global health opportunity of this century’. Furthermore, they state that Government policies and plans to lessen reliance on fossil fuels and build sustainable communities, create the greatest chance to improve health and wellbeing, rectify inequality and promote the strength of individuals, their community and the wider society. This is already in place in Wales in the form of revolutionary legislation the ‘Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015’ which  ensures all public bodies must now think about future generations in any decisions they make (Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act, 2015). 

From this investigation into Valero it appears to be very difficult to balance the three pillars of sustainability as the very document (Brundtland Report, 1987) that was set out to establish the concept of sustainable development is not being adhered to; for example, deforestation and climate change. To examine this further one needs to appreciate how contentious sustainable development is and to identify the varying interpretations of the issue and the underpinning theories of the relationship between society and the environment. Historically there have always been two contesting views concerning the relationship between humans and nature. From a technocentric position the needs of humanity take priority and that the natural environment can be controlled by people for the benefit of humanity (Williams and Millington, cited in Acott and McGibbon (2007). This would be the position of Valero in their investment into strategies to enhance environmental performance by recycling oil. 

It could be argued that this '‘weak sustainability’ position (Williams and Millington) takes precedence in western society today. However, Wilderer (2007) explains that historically people had a better understanding of nature than they do today. This is the position of ecocentrism, and particularly the ‘Gaia’ principle, what Acott and McGibbon (2007) refer to as strong sustainability. Ecocentrism sees all of nature, including humans, as having value, in contrast to the anthropocentric position that places the value of humans above the rest of nature (Cryer et al, 2017). The ‘Gaia theory’, developed by James Lovelock. goes beyond this to argue that all elements of the Earth form one single integrated system that regulates itself (Lovelock, 2000). This theory argues that humans are part of this system and the planet can only survive if humanity works in harmony alongside all other living organisms. To step outside this framework would eventually destroy the balance of nature and destroy the planet (Ravillious,2008). From an eco-centric viewpoint Valero’s use of a finite resource is working against this principle.

The theory of eco-socialism attempts to find a ‘common ground’ between the two opposing viewpoints of techno centrism and ecocentrism (Cryer et al, 2017). It concerns itself with how there is inequality between humans and that unless the imbalance between rich and poor is addressed it is not possible to develop a sustainable world. As argued earlier, the burning of fossil fuels is known to have a detrimental effect on our environment however, the quest to make a profit, whatever the expense, always seems to take precedence over the other two pillars of sustainability – the environment and society.  Lowy (2018) states that contemporary capitalism is fundamentally based on the need to make profit, over and above societal and environmental needs. He argues that capitalism is therefore not compatible with a future that is sustainable if it continues in the ‘ruthless exploitation’ of workers and natural resources.  

Valero recently received £127 million investment from the Welsh Government in a move to ensure the business’ viability for the future and to ensure there were no job losses (Welsh Gov, 2018). However, from an ecosocialist point of view this does not address the underlying issue of the imbalance between the owners of the company and the workers. According to Lowy (2018) if the workers at Valero had more control over the means of production the working environment would be more democratic and less competitive. This in turn, theoretically, would lead to decisions that were less detrimental to the local environment and community. However, as the world’s population is increasing, Martine & Alves (2015) argues that the demands of people are also increasing and infinite, with employers and workers both expecting larger profits and wages. This cannot be balanced against the earth’s finite resource, thus creating an ‘impasse that no technological development can ever bridge’ (Martine & Alves, 2015. p.455) 

To conclude, reflecting on all the issues and arguments addressed in this essay with particular reference to Valero, but also considering the impact that deforestation is having on the rainforests and what happened in the coal mining valleys of south wales; It would seem that it is indeed impossible to balance all ‘three pillars’ (Purvis, Mao & Robinson, 2018). Despite Valero's attempts to redress the imbalance of the economy dominating the needs of the environment and society, one cannot ignore the fact that oil is finite. It can be said that ‘Sustainable development’, however much it is needed, has become contradictory. Given the rising problems in balancing growth of the economy, social wellbeing and environmental sustainability, the three pillars of sustainability have become a trilemma in which a hard choice must be made between the three options, especially when each are of equal importance and if given insufficient attention will be harmful (Martine & Alves, 2015) this suggests that balancing all three pillars is impossible. This raises the question, no matter what steps Valero put in place for sustainable development, how an oil refinery can ever develop sustainably when it is using a finite source; as despite Valero’s efforts they are still affecting the environment detrimentally by adding to climate change and having an effect on the health and wellbeing of society. 
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