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Can free market ideology effectively protect the environment?


Many discussions around climate change focus on keeping carbon emissions under 2c above pre-industrial levels. This 2c threshold is by no means a ‘safe’ level of warming, but it is beyond this point where the ecological situation begins to look extremely calamitous and major ecosystems begin to collapse (Monbiot, 2006. p. xxi). As of 2015, global temperatures stood at around 0.8c above pre-industrial levels and rising, and extractive industries as a whole show no signs of slowing down. The race to cut emissions and fight climate change takes on new urgency as countries around the world approach self-imposed climate targets and simultaneously rapidly approach and surpass ecological ‘points of no return’ (Mason, 2015. p. 247).

 
The 2006 Stern report on the economic implications of climate change found that to have even a 50% chance of avoiding this 2c threshold, the concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere must be stabilised at below 450 parts per million, and that a ‘peak temperature increase’ of less than 2c above pre-industrial levels was only potentially sufficient to ‘avoid certain thresholds for major irreversible change’ (Monbiot, 2006. pp. x-xi). To remain below this level, we cannot, all other things being equal, burn more than 886 billion tonnes of carbon between the years 2000 and 2049, yet oil and gas companies value their shares based upon more than 2.8 trillion tonnes of carbon reserves as though all this can, and will, be utilised (Mason, 2015. p. 249).


The free market has been viewed as the ultimate expression of human rationality
 and in neoclassical or neoliberal economic traditions, the unencumbered free market is seen as the most effective and efficient way to allocate and manage resources. The doctrine of privatisation follows this logic, that market competitiveness ensures maximum cost efficiency. Free market environmentalism uses this same logic to posit that the most effective and efficient way to allocate ecological ‘goods’ and protect the environment is through the free market, or put another way, that the ‘invisible hand’
 of the market will ensure that we stay below the aforementioned 2c threshold. 


In their chapter in Environmental Ethics: Divergence and Convergence, Terry Anderson and Donald Leal attempt to make the case for free market environmentalism, emphasising the importance of well-defined property rights over natural resources and advocating environmental entrepreneurship as the proper recourse for fighting ecological degradation.  It employs four main arguments for free market ideology, and these are examined and criticised by Tony Smith in his 1995 paper the case against free market environmentalism. Firstly, the ‘tragedy of the commons’ argument, secondly the ‘externalities’ argument, thirdly, the ‘proper trade-offs’ argument and finally, the ‘market vs state’ argument. (pp. 2-13). Each will be touched upon in brief, but the answer to this question lies in my opinion largely with the issue of ‘proper trade-offs’ as phrased by Smith, but which I contextualise more broadly in terms of the issues that inevitably arise when we attempt to apply notions of market values to things which in some cases practicably cannot and perhaps morally should not have prices. 


Anderson and Leal outline that private property rights are of utmost importance, both in the free market more generally but specifically in terms of free market environmentalism, and employ the logic that a proprietor’s rational self-interest in preserving and profiting from his or her investment is the best way to ensure protection for things such as streams or beautiful hillsides (pp. 536-537). This derives from a ‘tragedy of the commons’ argument, stating that if multiple individuals have access to a particular asset in common they will tend to overuse and deplete it. Smith (1995) disputes this, rightly pointing out that private property rights do not necessarily ensure owners will protect or care for their property in an environmentally sound way. 

The central tenet and indicator of success in free market ideology is that of profit versus loss, but this is confined to the sphere of the strictly financial and as a consequence tends to underweight the importance of things which do not have an obvious price (such as future clean water and air, secure future food supply). This touches on a central tension within environmental issues, between short term financial imperatives and longer term environmental concerns. Often, as Smith points out, short term financial pressures can weigh heavily on business owners and entrepreneurs and can outweigh longer term interests whose benefits may not be so fiscally obvious and urgent (p. 3)


A core problem with Anderson and Leal’s proposals, implicit through much of the text, is made explicit in the final sentence of the conclusion.
 The emphasis placed on individual liberty as being of utmost importance is to me evidence of faith in an ideology clouding the very urgent, material, practical issue of environmental degradation and ultimately human survival on planet Earth. There seems to be an issue of prioritisation at play here, as if humanity cannot cut greenhouse gas emissions, then individual liberty will be the least of our concerns. To paraphrase Alanis Obomsawin, we cannot eat liberty.
 


Given the urgency and complexity of the task at hand and the absolute necessity of somehow facilitating the fight against what is arguably the largest threat ever faced by humanity within one generation, it is easy to see how the application of free market (also known as laissez faire) ideology could be an appealing solution. Laissez faire roughly translates to ‘let it be’. Anderson and Leal allude to this complexity a great deal throughout their chapter, and appeal to the notion that much like an ecosystem, the challenges faced in preserving the environment are far too complex to be solved by central planning. They argue that the free market provides important information (conveyed in price terms) to both consumers and producers and that this information would otherwise have to be obtained at cost to both (pp. 530-531)

One example offered by Anderson and Leal is of how the timber market provides information about the commodity value of wood, but that information about the value of forest wildlife habitat is “more costly” to obtain because “the market is less developed.” (p. 531). The free market environmentalist solution to this problem is that better defined property rights would allow us to give everything a price, and by this mechanism we could better understand the value of wildlife habitat. But is it actually possible or indeed desirable to apply market value to certain things?

The 2006 Stern report on the economic implications of climate change uses calculations (in dollars) to offer a unit for assessing the social costs of climate change, dubbed ‘equivalent reduction in consumption’ by the eponymous Sir Nicholas Stern. In his formula Stern attempts to calculate the costs of food security and new sea defences like-for-like with the ‘costs’ of destruction of ecosystems and loss of human life, and equates this to ‘an equivalent reduction in consumption’. This is quite literally putting a price on lives, or as George Monbiot puts it “Stern’s unit incorporates everything from the price of eggs to the pain of bereavement.” (Monbiot, 2006, p. xii).

Smith points out that while allocating prices to certain things is relatively simple, if we are to maintain that market prices can provide an “objective measure of environmental costs and benefits” then it must be possible to measure and convey these environmental costs and benefits as market prices. Given that environmental ‘costs and benefits’ translate to real life effects on human and animal life both present and future, we can begin to see the nonsensical nature of trying to express this ‘objectively’ as market prices. What is the cash cost of a species being driven to the brink of extinction by habitat loss? This can be thought of both in anthropocentric terms, of the value to future humans in having the opportunity to experience, for example, tigers, but what then of the value of life to the tigers themselves? Or their value to the ecosystem? To even attempt to express these things in price terms seems to neglect fundamentals about the value of life itself. Practically, how are we to measure, in present price terms, the future costs of today’s environmental decisions? (Smith, 1995. p. 9).  Oscar Wilde famously stated that a cynic was he who “knew the price of everything, but the value of nothing.” (1892)

Far from protecting the environment, free market ideology directly encourages environmental degradation by undervaluing things to which it difficult, or impossible, to assign a market price. As I have argued above, the solution is not to further extend the scope of the market as advocated by Anderson and Leal, for both practical and moral reasons, but to re-assess our priorities as a species. John Ashton, the former British government advisor on climate change, spelled it out succinctly when he announced his certainty that “the market left to itself will not reconfigure the energy system and transform the economy within a generation.” (Mason, 2015. p. 247). Given that this is precisely what is required to avert the multitude of crises that await beyond the 2c threshold, action must be taken with a sense of urgency. 

At present, action on climate change comes from a mixture of the market, states, advisory bodies such as the IPCC
 and non-profit organisations such as Greenpeace. While state intervention has achieved some goals in promoting renewables and cutting carbon emissions through financial incentives,
 mere intervention does not seem to be sufficient. Given what is at stake, centralised planning and direct state ownership of energy companies, as well as strict legislation on corporate emissions and waste seem to be called for. The need for accepting and acting upon the scientific, evidence based reality of climate change increases daily, but this reality is directly rejected when fossil fuel companies value their shares based upon unburnable resources, it is rejected every time an unnecessary flight is taken. Every day that we live under the current paradigm of ‘business as usual’ is an outright rejection of evidence based reality. Free market ideology is not protecting the environment and is not fit for purpose, not as un unfortunate consequence but by its very design, maximising and prioritising short term personal profits over longer term, widely distributed ‘priceless’ social goods such as drinkable water and breathable air. 

The heady mix of fossil fuels and free market ideology has provided most people in developed countries with relatively comfortable, secure lives that our ancestors could scarcely have dreamed of. The levels of comfort we live in today would have been unimaginable to somebody living even one hundred years ago. Yet these very same agents have also served to push us to the brink of ecological crisis. “Someone once said” goes the now famous line by Frederic Jameson, “that it is easier to imagine the end of the world than to imagine the end of capitalism.” (Future City, 2003). Quite contrary to the arguments put forward by Anderson and Leal, I posit that if we don’t see an end to market-led action on climate change and a transition to centrally planned, evidence based solutions then we will no longer need to imagine the end of the world. As Paul Mason put it, “if climate change is real, then capitalism is finished.” (2015, p. 247).

� See Friedman, Hayek


� Phrase coined by Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations, 1776


� “Expanding these processes to include natural resources and environmental amenities offers the only possibility for improving environmental quality, raising living standards and, perhaps most importantly, expanding individual liberty” – Anderson and Leal (p. 539)


�  “When the last tree is cut, the last fish is caught, and the last river is polluted; when to breathe the air is sickening, you will realize, too late, that wealth is not in bank accounts and that you can’t eat money.” - Alanis Obomsawin quoted in ‘Conversations with North American Indians’ by Ted Poole in ‘Who is the Chairman of This Meeting? : A Collection of Essays’ (1972) edited by Ralph Osborne


� Wilde had character Lord Darlington say this line in 1892 play ‘Lady Windemere’s Fan’


� IPCC - Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change


� Discounting China, the generating capacity of renewables outstripped that of fossil fuels in 2009. (Mason, 2015, p. 251)
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