Can free market ideology effectively protect the environment?
Introduction 
The controversy surrounding free-market environmentalism (FME) is centred on the fact that free-market environmentalists believe that privatising the global commons is necessary (Eckersley, 1993, p.4). They base this belief largely on to the Tragedy of the Commons (TTOTC). The TTOTC argument is based on the idea that basic human nature is self-interested as people seek to maximise their gain which depletes commonly owned natural resources (Hardin, 1968, p.1244). Therefore, FME aims to take advantage of self-interested human nature to conserve the environment. However, FME is not solely an ecocentric idea with the primary aim of ecological sustainability. Although it may initially appear ecocentric because it is concerned with sustainable environmental practises, its primary focus is on the well-being of humanity through ecological sustainability. It is improving the condition of human life that provides the motivation to preserve the environment (Attfield, 2003, p.65). Therefore, FME is also an anthropocentric environmentalist idea. It promotes the idea that market-based solutions and private property rights aim to enhance the condition of humanity through environmental sustainability. Therefore, environmental protection is framed as serving human interests rather than holding intrinsic value to nature itself. 
The Tragedy of the Commons and Free-Market Environmentalism 
	TTOTC occurs when individuals and businesses, acting on self-interest, exploit shared natural resources for short-term private gain, despite it being in everyone’s best interest to conserve these resources (Eckersley, 1993, p.4). Individuals deny that society suffers because of benefits they seek for themselves which results in TTOTC (Hardin, 1968, p.1244). Hardin goes on to explain that this is because everyone wants to maximise their own gain with little regard for the long-term effects of their actions when environmental externalities are not internalised. Therefore, he argues, ‘freedom in a common brings ruin to all’ (Hardin, 1968, p.1244). TTOTC suggests that while individuals may act rationally when it comes to their own interests, this produces an irrational collective outcome for society which is harmful for everyone when environmental resources are overused and exploited. This will lead to the collapse of natural resources which will cause harm to both present and future generations. 
FME is a liberalist theory, based on the belief that when markets are allowed to function freely that individuals’ self-interest, when guided by the ‘Invisible Hand’ (Smith, 1776, p.423) can lead to beneficial environmental outcomes. Therefore, under the right conditions, private ownership of the global commons give individuals and businesses incentives to conserve natural resources (Eckersley, 1993, p.6). This is why free-market environmentalists believe that that global commons such as the ozone layer, forests and rivers should be privatised. This would create a personal stake in the maintenance of ecological systems because they would become private property (Eckersley, 1993, p.6). As a result, there would be a vested interest for private landowners to conserve environmental assets because the cost of unsustainable practises would be internalised. Therefore, the environmental consequences of landowners’ practises are more likely to be avoided through better stewardship (Anderson and Leal, 1998, p.528). 
The ideology behind FME could be explained using the endowment effect. It is the theory that the value of a good increases when it becomes a part of an individual’s endowment (Kahneman et al., 1990, 1326). This is because owning a good incentivizes people to take better care of their personal assets. Therefore, FMEs believe that the privatisation of the global commons will effectively conserve ecological resources because businesses would be less likely to exploit natural resources that they own to boost their profits. This would prevent the tragedy of the commons occurring because the cost of environmental degradation would be internalised, incentivizing more sustainable environmental practises. 
However, privatisation is not always effective. It can lead to unequal access where only wealthier individuals or corporations’ control natural resources, excluding local communities (Ostrom, 1990, p.12). Furthermore, capitalism exacerbates the drive for profit and short-term incentives. Therefore, private owners may still exploit resources unsustainably if the short-term profits outweigh long-term conservation incentives. As a result, it is possible that the tragedy which FME attempts to avoid may still occur despite environmental externalities being internalised by landowners. This shows the anthropocentric nature of human-beings because the human interest for economic prosperity and growth can be prioritized over the natural environment. Suggesting that FME is a fundamentally flawed system if short-term benefits leading to environmental degradation, the costs of which may be internalised but seen as a necessary sacrifice, can outweigh long-term sustainable practises. 
The Role of the State 
TTOTC suggests that the system of state environmentalism has led to environmental degradation due to the ‘absence of clearly defined property rights in the commons’ (Eckersley, 1993, p.5). FME seeks to combat overwhelming state regulation of environmental issues by limiting the role of the state. Therefore, FME ‘decentralises and depoliticises environmental resource allocation’ (Eckersley, 1993, p.6). It is acknowledged that initially the state would play a major role in the creation of new property rights for environmental goods. However, after the division process, the state’s role would become minimal, centred around protecting property rights and upholding the law. 
State officials strive for power and status (Smith, 1995, p.11), suggesting that they are not exempt from self-interested human nature. This is because incentives matter to all human behaviour (Anderson and Leal, 1998, p.531). Therefore, Smith (1995, p.11) proposes that state officials will fund development projects on publicly owned land which boosts their popularity even when they are not environmentally sound. Similar to business conglomerates currently, politicians are not personally accountable for the environmental damage which results from their actions so are likely to pursue self-interested behaviour rather than environmental sustainability. Furthermore, beneficiaries of government policies which encourage economic prosperity at the expense of the environment are likely to demand more from political representatives (Anderson and Leal, 1998, p.531) which may be granted to secure political popularity and support from powerful businesses.
On the other hand, moral philosophers have derived that humans have the right to a liveable environment, suggesting that environmental protection is something which people are entitled to (Smith, 1995, p.13). Therefore, the government has a duty to prevent environmental degradation and promote sustainable practises. This shows that the anthropocentric drive behind environmental sustainability processes extends beyond just FME and can also be found in state environmentalism. However, sustainable practises in one state may cause environmental externalities in another, making it difficult to assess the success of state environmentalism. 
Anderson and Leal (1998, p.528) suggest that FME is based on three assumptions, the first being that human nature is self-interested. Therefore, no amount of government regulation, good intention or environmental ethic can change basic human nature. As a result, businesses will always find ways to take advantage of government imposed environmental policies to increase their profits. This is because the consequences of their actions on the environment are not internalised. Instead, without private property rights creating a personal stake in environmental externalities, the degradation of the global commons become externalised, allowing businesses to escape the consequences of their actions through legislative loopholes. 
The Legal System 
	FME functions on the idea that if environmental damage occurs to a private landowner’s property that they can sue the polluters for damages (Smith, 1995, p.5). This promotes environmentally sustainable practises because short-term economic gain which causes environmentally damage would become less profitable when countered with potential compensation that businesses may be ordered to pay landowners for property damage. This shows that FME would create a direct financial incentive to adopt sustainable practises. Furthermore, it is likely that a capitalist society, motivated by economic gain would likely try to avoid potential loses which would result from polluting private properties, encouraging sustainability.
However, Smith (1995, p.6) points out that this process would lead to an endless ream of environmental lawsuits which could overwhelm judicial systems. As more landowners seek large compensation payouts for environmental damage to their property, this could slow down the judicial process and lead to increased litigation costs. As a result, this may reduce the efficiency of the legal system and discourage landowners from pursuing legitimate claims due to the lengthy and costly legal battles, undermining the FME system. 
Furthermore, the heightened focus which FME encourages regarding personal property rights highlights the anthropocentric nature of FME. This is because the primary concern of environmental damage is on how it affects interests of landowners, businesses and society rather than the harm polluters cause to ecosystems and biodiversity. This could take away from more specific environmental harms such as climate change or widespread loss of biodiversity which does not neatly fit into the framework of private property disputes. Therefore, a legal approach based solely on private property rights may fail to address these broader challenges. 
In principle, the legal system provides equal protection to everyone. However, even without FME bringing more environmental disputes to the courtroom, we cannot ignore the existing problems within the legal system. People with fewer resources to engage in lengthy legal battles such as small landowners and marginalised communities may have difficulty in gaining equal access to justice (Smith, 1995, p.6). This would exacerbate existing inequalities by allowing big businesses who employ environmentally degrading actions to continually cause damage to the private property whose owners they are aware do not have the financial resources to challenge them successfully in the courtroom. 
Longevity of Free-Market Environmentalism
	The impact of unsustainable environmental practises will reach beyond our lifetime. However, future generations who will ultimately suffer the consequences of our exploitation of the environment cannot sue past polluters in the same way FME would encourage private landowners to (Smith, 1995, p.7). As a result, polluters can escape accountability for their role in environmental degradation which extends beyond present day. This leads us to consider how far environmental obligations extend. From a cosmopolitan perspective, our environmental obligations would extend across all space and time because spatial and temporal distance does not diminish ethical responsibility (Attfield, 2003, p.162). Therefore, the consequences current polluters will have on future generations should be accounted for because ‘agents able to affect spatially distant people have responsibilities with regard to those people’ (Attfield, 2003, p.100). However, it is hard to measure the impact current environmental degradation will have on generations to come. Furthermore, it could be argued that we currently employ practises that we are unaware will inflict harm on future generations. As a result, an appropriate ‘consequence’ for polluters is impossible to measure and justify when trying to advocate for the right of future generations to have a liveable environment. 
	On the other hand, communitarianism advocates that obligations are based on reciprocity. The idea of moral responsibility is rooted in direct relationships and the shared benefits between people in the present. This is because ‘we have obligations only to those who share our values, and that this probably excludes most future people’ (Attfield, 2003, p.162). Future generations have no power to benefit our current generation so are outside the social contract of mutual obligations. Therefore, polluters could argue that polluting in ways which will affect generations to come is not of moral concern to them, as future generations are unable to reciprocate any benefit in return. 
From this perspective, polluters may claim that they should not be held accountable for actions which impact people beyond their own lifetime because obligations to protect the environment should only arise through mutual interactions within the current society. As a result, FMEs exclusion of our obligation to future generation through legal accountability may be viewed as acceptable. However, this short-term view undermines intergenerational responsibility when it comes to environmental sustainability (Attfield, 2003, p.163). It could be argued that cultural and moral similarities do not necessarily decline over time. Therefore, this challenges the assumption that obligations weaken with distance (Attfield, 2003, p.163).  
Another major issue with FME is that private property owners are not guaranteed to maintain environmental sustainability on their property. Environmentalist groups do not have the funds to buy up all of the commons. Therefore, it is more likely that business conglomerates will make up the majority of commons ownership. Although this may avoid the tragedy of the commons occurring because it is unlikely that owners will accept outsiders polluting their land. However, depending on their commitment to their environmental property, owners may permit environmental degradation of their property if it is being exploited to boost their own profits. The security of private property is exacerbated further when it comes to FMEs commitment to long-term environmental sustainability. When the owner of the private property inevitably dies, what happens to their ownership of the land? The danger here arises when we look at inheritance. If environmental property is left to the owner’s children, just as there is no guarantee that the current owner will ensure the protection of ecological systems on their land, there is also no guarantee that the next generation will do the same. Therefore, even if environmentalists were to buy up all of the commons there is no guarantee their environmental commitment will be upheld by the following generation of private landowners. 
An alternative approach to environmental sustainability is proposed by Kate Raworth’s Doughnut Economics (2022). This challenges the view of economic growth promoted by FME which primarily focuses on short-term gains. Raworth (2022, p.49) suggests that economic activity should take place between the ecological ceiling and social foundation. Therefore, the capitalist goal of endless growth is critiqued by advocating that within these boundaries is the only safe space for human activity and the economy to operate. Environmental degradation is prevented by not exceeding the ecological ceiling and human rights are maintained by not falling below the social foundation. This model emphasises that economy should be seen as a circular system which can only operate withing planetary limits and human well-being rather than an economy which is driven by market-based incentives and self-interest. 
Doughnut economics differs from the anthropocentric nature of FME because for it to operate successfully, we cannot prioritize human interests above environmental sustainability. Therefore, ecological sustainability is integrated with human development in a more balanced way which safeguards the environment for future generations. It incorporates state regulation and global cooperation which challenges the FME assumption that markets can fully address environmental degradation alone. 
Conclusion
	Overall, while FME offers a framework for addressing environmental degradation by aligning private property rights with sustainable practises. However, its effectiveness in protecting the environment remains controversial. The privatisation of the global commons, based on FME’s belief in market solutions and self-interest, could incentivise sustainability by forcing business conglomerates to internalise environmental costs (Eckersley, 1993, p.4). However, this approach is hindered by significant drawbacks, including unequal access to resources, both natural and legal (Ostrom, 1990, p.12 and Smith, 1995, p.6), the potential persistence of short-term profit motives (Eckersley, 1993, p.4) and the continued exploitation of natural resources, even under private ownership. Additionally, the exclusion of state involvement and heightened reliance on legal systems for environmental protection complicates FME because judicial systems could become overwhelmed by environmental claims which fail to address broader ecological issues (Smith, 1995, p.6). 
Furthermore, FME’s anthropocentric nature raises concern about the long-term sustainability of the system and environment when future generations are excluded from legal recourse (Smith, 1995, p.7). Therefore, although FME offers some solutions for environmental protection, it is limited in addressing intergenerational responsibilities, environmental externalities and inequalities. This suggests that it cannot effectively safeguard the environment without supplementary measures. As a result, a more integrated approach which could combine market incentives with governmental regulation and broader ethical commitment to future generations, as proposed by Doughnut Economics (Raworth, 2022, p.49), may be necessary to achieve lasting environmental sustainability. 
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