Sustainable Development

Reading for SD:
Attfield, Environmental Ethics (Cambridge: Polity, 2003 and 2014), Ch.5. You may use the first edition or second edition. 
Why development?

What is mean by ‘development’, where this is short for ‘social and economic development’, is best approached by looking at the contrasting notion of ‘under-development’. Under-development is a state of affairs in which most of the following evils reinforce one another: 

· Poverty
· Malnutrition
· High rate of infant mortality

· Low life expectancy
· Limited access to health care
· Illiteracy and poor productivity. 

Usually these evils are accompanied by poor supplies of fresh water, bad sanitation and limited access to electricity. Development is both the process of moving away from these evils to more satisfactory levels of life-expectancy, health, literacy and productivity, and the condition of a society which has largely attained more satisfactory levels, provided that development also involves some degree of autonomy and self-help on the part of the society in question, and some enhancement of social justice. (A society might become oil-rich and remove underdevelopment through exporting oil, only to return to underdevelopment when the oil runs dry.) 

Development can be distinguished from growth, as measured simply by GNP (gross national product), which measures much economic activity that is not conducive to development, and which takes account of economic activity where no money changes hands. 

Gustavo Esteva argues that ‘development’ derives from the Enlightenment notion of inevitable progress, mediated by Harry Truman’s (1949) desire to spread technology and industrialism throughout the underdeveloped world. There has followed a sequence of policies imposed on behalf of powerful countries and corporations by global development agencies, such as the World Bank and IMF. If we are interested in genuine development and alleviating the aforementioned evils, we need to be aware of the dangers of American hegemony stressed by Esteva, but we can criticise this sort of thing without rejecting the notion of development. 
As Robert Garner points out, for most people global inequalities convey the inevitability and desirability of Third World development (1996, p.125). Genuine development is often to be contrasted with the policies of the IMF, etc. Genuine development may require a restructuring of the economic systems, as Paul Ekins argues (1993). If so, it is fraught with problems, but not misguided or incoherent. 

Some extracts on development

UN Declaration on the Right to Development (1986).

Development is a comprehensive economic, social, cultural and political process, which aims at the constant improvement of the well-being of the entire population and of all its inhabitants on the basis of their active, free and meaningful participation in development and in the fair distribution of the resulting benefits therefrom (Preamble, Para.2, reprinted in Dower, World Ethics, p. 152). 

Dower adds (ibid., p.153): This is a rich ‘definition’ in many ways, though lacking perhaps because it has no reference to the priority of poverty-reduction or to environmental constraints. 

Note that definitions ought not to include the term being defined in the definition itself. Try re-expressing the UN definition so as to avoid this deficiency. 

Harry Truman’s Speech (1949)

We must embark on a bold new program for making the benefits of our scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas. The old imperialism – exploitation for foreign profit – has no place in our plans. What we envisage is a program of development, based on the concepts of democratic fair dealing. (Quoted by Esteva, in Sachs (ed.), The Development Dictionary, p.6). 

A Critic: Esteva’s Comment

Truman changed the meaning of development and created and emblem, a euphemism, used ever since to allude either discreetly or inadvertently to the era of American hegemony… A political and philosophical proposition of Marx, packaged American-style as a struggle against communism and at the service of the hegemonic design of the United States, succeeded in permeating both the popular and the intellectual mind for the rest of the century. (Esteva, in Sachs (ed.), The Development Dictionary, pp.6-7) 

Garner

For most, however, a quick glance at the gap between North and South is enough to appreciate the inevitability and desirability of Third World development… At present the developed world utilises about 70 per cent of the world’s energy supplies and yet constitutes only about 5 per cent of the world population*… But if development is inevitable, it is also desirable to alleviate the poverty and deprivation many peoples of the developing countries endure (Garner, Environmental Politics, p.125).  (* Please don’t rely of this statistic as it may be a misprint.)

Why sustainability?

1. What would a world of sustainable development be like? Is sustainability a coherent goal? And is it sufficiently sensitive to environmentalism? 

Our Common Future (1987) embodied important proposals for a sustainable world, both for national governments and for international cooperation. In that report the World Commission on Environment and Development defines ‘sustainable development’ as ‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’, and advocates adoption of sustainable processes of production (and levels of population) world-wide. 

2. Objections to sustainable development.
Wilfred Beckerman (1994) argues that the concept of sustainable development is logically redundant:

· The claim that we should enable future generations to meet their needs does not provide clear guidance as to what has to be preserved in order that such future generations may meet their needs. 

· In its strong form it rejects any destruction of species or habitats, and thus prevents any sizable development. In its strong form it is morally unacceptable, impractical and even absurd. 

· In its weak form it allows for substitution of natural capital by human technology, just like traditional economics does. 

Herman Daly (1995):
· Says that Beckerman is right about weak sustainability. 
· But he argues that strong sustainability is only absurd if interpreted as ultra-strong. Daly claims that advocates of sustainability can urge for something coherent and something which is far from absurd: development constrained, but not curtailed, by ecological preservation. 
3. Sustainable development has been criticised for going nowhere near far enough in terms of radical change and being compatible with business as usual (by Sharon Beder in The Nature of Sustainable Development, 1993). Development as a concept is easily taken over by corporations, and sustainability is something they can favour if it means regular profits. Meanwhile habitats are destroyed at an alarming rate and the environment is poisoned. So it has been argued that something more radical is needed (like the approach of Limits to Growth). 
Two important issues underlying the debates are as follows. One is whether to discount future costs and benefits, as orthodox economics does, to the detriment of people in the future – if SD diverges from this then it also diverges from the practice of conventional business. The other is whether it takes nonhuman interests into account, unlike orthodox economics. While some supporters of SD are anthropocentric, and seek to conserve ecosystems insofar as human interests require, others seek to preserve the habitats of as many creatures as possible, and regard this as a constraint on changes made in human interest. 

Defenders of SD need not conform to global expectations or practices. They are free to recognise that future costs and benefits are not intrinsically less important than present ones, and that nonhuman interests matter directly. They are also free to recognise a global dimension to SD:

· They are free to recognise that local systems that undermine sustainability elsewhere (e.g. through acid rain or carbon emissions), are not sustainable – only systems with global sustainability are sustainable at all. 
· Although global equity is not entailed by sustainability (for a sustainable system could be inequitable), they are related, in that extreme inequity is unsustainable, and a sustainable world system would involve more or less equitable international economic and political relations. 

Attfield plausibly argues that SD should be understood to involve social and human development, as well as environmental protection (2003, p.144.). He outlines what SD policies might look like. They would be integrated polices – integrating a number of areas of concern. They would include provision for literacy, healthcare and family planning, as well as environmental education. Population policies should not be implemented as isolated policies, but should be part of SD policies. Population policies would involve education, and are likely to be more effective where there are social and healthcare provisions so that parents do not need to have large family to ensure that they have children to care for them in old age. He also notes that it is only fair to expect people to participate in such policies in this kind of social environment (ibid, p.140).
4. The Precautionary Principle

SD seeks to respect environmental limits, but it’s often difficult to know what these limits are. The precautionary principle ‘holds that where there are risks of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty should not be used as reason against taking measures to prevent environmental or other degradation’ (Attfield, 2003, p. 199).  It can be seen as indispensable for thinking about how we should act in response to a wide range of problems (Attfield, 2003, p.146). 
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