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Is there an acceptable level of pollution? Can we live with pollution? While an emotional response from many might be “No”, economists measure costs and benefits to identify a level which is acceptable. The concept of the optimum is a situation where no better option exists. In order to reach this position economists like to use the idea of marginal measurements, incremental additions of policies, costs or benefits to define the optima in many different models. Most of us might recognise this if we are honest. In our desire for a better material standard of living we may well compromise our aesthetic care for the environment. How many boy racers or those suffering a middle age crisis are prepared to pollute the environment for the thrill of driving a fast sports car?
The diagrams below illustrate how the arguments might develop. Figure 1 shows the Marginal Social Benefit (MSB) and Marginal Social Cost (MSC) curves to society of introducing more and more antipollution measures. The MSB curve shows that from a base of zero, in a world with no measures, we appreciate very quickly the benefits of being able to breathe cleaner air and walk in less dirty streets. At some point however as pollution is cleared the extra (marginal) benefits of even more clean ups are less and less valued. Another extra antipollution measure to clean pollution which is hardly perceived does not make much impact. In contrast the MSC curve rises relatively slowly at first. In the zero measure world, the first policies to be introduced are simple and cheap. “Do not throw raw sewage into the street!” policies, will be low cost and have high benefit impacts. However as the measures increase and become increasingly more sophisticated, they become increasingly costly (with fewer benefits) as the world cleans up. At some point there will be no net advantage in adding more measures as the marginal cost will be higher than the marginal benefit. We will then have arrived at our optimum level of pollution.
This approach can be criticised, as yet again, economists will disagree about measurements and exact predictions. If it is accepted, however, not all antipollution measures will be worth adopting. Advocates will need to demonstrate their understanding of such cost benefit analysis.
Another problem for the analysis is the dynamic atmosphere in which the debate is taking place. The nuclear disasters at Chernobyl and Fukushima Daiichi have changed the minds of many previously pro nuclear campaigners. In their risk assessment, even if the likelihood of a disaster happening is low; the impact if it did take place is so devastating that they believe it is a risk too far. On the other hand, particularly if you live in a nation without fossil fuel, mountains for hydro development and are attempting to meet carbon emission targets, nuclear is seen as the viable option long term, given the uncertainty of renewables. In Wales, with the centenary of the Senghenydd mining disaster in October, we are all aware that coal and gas industries are not without casualties.
Where does this leave the advocates of the ecological element of sustainability? Certainly there remains a need for campaigning. If society can be “sensitised” and informed of environmental impacts of certain behaviours it is possible to raise the MSB curve as in Figure 2. As technology progresses, innovative measures to eliminate pollution will become cheaper, as in Figure 3. Sustainability policies will put pressure in both these areas and will result in reducing pollution by raising the number of antipollution measures in the optimum. Campaigners need to impress policy makers to take the long term viewpoint and to measure all costs and benefits fairly, including the wider, often hidden, costs to society of unregulated business activities. As Keith Baker of Pure Wafer reminds us in another article in this issue, even the raw materials for nuclear will run out in a few decades. Now is the time to invest in conservation and renewables or it will be our grandchildren who will suffer for our neglect.
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