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Can free market ideology effectively protect the environment?


Free market ideology is hailed by its proponents as the superior economic system, as it takes control of the market away from the government: by removing tariffs, trade laws and regulations, we can focus on private property rights, with supply and demand as the basis of price-setting. However, when we apply the ideas of free market economics to the protection of the environment it becomes clear that some government regulation is required. Without this intervention, human self-interest will take precedence, leaving the commons (shared water, air, land, etc.) destroyed for profit and creating a larger divide between Westerners in possession of environmental resources and impoverished people in less-developed countries.
When the environment (and specifically the commons) suffers damage from human actions, those who support free market ideology claim that this is due to a lack of “well-defined and enforced property rights”.[footnoteRef:1] The commons, by definition, are open for all; everyone is permitted to use public water supplies, air and land. But if the government allows unrestricted access to the commons for all people in their own self-interest, the environmental resources quickly become overused and cause various environmental issues.  [1:  T. L. Anderson and D. R. Leal, Free Market Environmentalism for the Next Generation (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), p. 3.] 

Consider, for example, a stream used for water supply: each person fills his bucket up from the stream, but someone realises that he can take two or possibly even three buckets, as it satisfies his own self-interest. Others come to this realisation too, and slowly everyone starts to take multiple buckets simply because they can. They have no care for the stream or the next person. After a while, the overuse of the stream leads to the ‘tragedy of the commons,’ wherein the shared natural resources are destroyed. Free market environmentalists hold that by instituting private property rights instead, owners are compelled to “account for the costs and benefits of their actions” with a focus on the future of their property and self-interest.[footnoteRef:2] In the given example, different areas of the stream would be assigned to each person, meaning that they would be motivated to protect it. If they did not protect it, they would be wasting and destroying their own private property, thereby acting against their own self-interest. [2:  Ibid.] 

Free market environmentalists hold the belief that the idea of the commons cannot work: humans will instinctively overuse any shared resource, due to acting purely for themselves. However, cultures like those of the Indigenous Americans or Nomadic tribes managed successfully with the idea of the commons: one economist suggested that “the idea of laying a private and exclusive claim on the land would be quite outlandish” as everyone is entitled to use the land’s natural resources.[footnoteRef:3] In such cultures, no single person is entitled to possess the land: it is for everyone to respect and use equally, the true commons. [3:  Joseph R. Des Jardins, Environmental Ethics: An Introduction to Environmental Philosophy (Canada: Wadsworth, 2001), p. 33.] 

The need (more accurately the desire) for well-defined property rights comes largely from a lack of understanding towards nature and the commons. In the case of a fishery in the Great Lakes, Indigenous peoples "maintained the fishery for thousands of years" before white settlers came and it was "systematically exploited" like never before.[footnoteRef:4] Similar to the over-fishing, the fur trade of white colonialists resulted in the death of over “sixty million beavers [which caused] widespread flooding, silting, and erosion”.[footnoteRef:5] The abuse of the commons by colonialists represents the tragedy of the commons and could be used by free market environmentalists as propaganda for their ideas; but the existence of peoples living comfortably within the commons proves that it is possible to do so without the requirement of private property rights. What is instead required is a sensitivity to “the wonders of inanimate nature” and an understanding of the destruction that would happen should we forget this.[footnoteRef:6] It is possible to act not entirely in one’s own self-interest, which the non-destructive attitudes of indigenous and nomadic tribes has proven. [4:  Robert Doherty, Disputed Waters: Native Americans and the Great Lakes Fishery (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 1990), pp. 23-25.]  [5:  Philip Weinberg, ‘Columbus 500 Years Later: An Environmental Perspective’, Journal of Civil Rights and Economic Development, 7.2, 587-590 (p. 589).]  [6:  Ibid.] 

Not only is the idea of private property unrequired for the protection of the environment, but it is also largely flawed and inefficient in doing so. As mentioned above, free market environmentalists argue that “property rights incentivize owners to protect the value of their environmental assets” whether that be ownership of animals, seas or forests.[footnoteRef:7] But despite possessing private environmental property (rather than accessing shared resources via the commons) humans have been known to destroy it for their own monetary gain and self-interest. In these cases, the ability to destroy the environment and make profit through the free market outweighs any damage they would be doing by the destruction. Private property rights have not stopped the destruction of the American rainforests: in fact, with “25 million acres” being chopped down a year for profit, they have seemingly spurred it on.[footnoteRef:8] With the market being free and unregulated, owners of such environmental resources are able to destroy their land for profit and their own self-interest, without any punishment or comeuppance. [7:  Anderson and Leal, p. 4.]  [8:  Weinberg, p. 589.] 

While those in possession of natural resources succeed through free market environmentalism, such profit-driven ideas can cause an even larger divide between the rich and the poor, with a specific focus on developing countries. Under the free market, companies are permitted to do business where they see fit; instead of requiring that manufacturing industries remain within developed countries (where they would be subject to environmental laws and tariffs) they are free to move productions to debt-ridden developing countries (where the local government and people would be more beholden to them). Free market environmentalists would see this as a good thing, as it would lower overall prices for consumers, due to the lower costs required to produce commodities: the lower the manufacturing cost, the lower the export cost. 
However, none of the profits are actually returned to the land and people; instead, the business owners and shareholders take their profit elsewhere. This means that the workers and debt-ridden government are pressured to sell their land and resources to the profiting businesses, due to a lack of money in their economy, meaning that the businesses are increasingly free to exploit the land and its people. “Developing” countries like Nigeria and Ghana have been victim to colonialist-style actions for decades, with European businesses exploiting their natural resources before taking the money elsewhere: companies like Vitol and Trafigura have “choked” these countries and left the people and environment worse off, while the business owners profit themselves.[footnoteRef:9] The idea that the free market can effectively protect the environment is a false one: instead, it protects those who have the power to control and maintain property. [9:  Lola Okolosie, ‘Africa is being choked. But corporations leave their grime on us all’, The Guardian, 9 December 2016, <https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/dec/09/africa-dirty-fuel-pollution-corporate-behaviour>, [accessed 14 May 2018]. ] 

What also happens under the free market in debt-ridden countries is an increase in exported goods in order to pay back money-owed. Without any overarching trade body, such as the World Trade Organization, countries are free to force debt repayments whenever they feel it necessary. By doing so, the debt-ridden country is forced to increase its number of exported goods, therefore reducing any commodities available for the local people. Not only do the local people suffer in this situation, but the local environment does as well: businesses are pressured to use harmful pesticides, insecticides and fertilisers so that the crops have more chance of growing to be sold, but with a higher chance of damaging the natural plants and animals that are found on the land. Similar events happen now in developed countries, where businesses are pressured into using harmful toxics by the rising costs and the need for profit: “since the crop is subject to threats from insect and animal pests at all stages […] pesticide costs rise even further”.[footnoteRef:10] The implementation of free market economy would only escalate this further, with the need for profit being even higher and the businesses in possession of the pesticides and insecticides able to charge higher prices due to the increased demand for such environmentally damaging toxics. In both of these cases, the increased need/desire for profit leads to the destruction of the environment for monetary gains. [10:  Richard H. Robbins, Global Problems and the Culture of Capitalism (Needham Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon, 1999), p. 188.] 

Free market environmentalists hold that government regulations and tariffs are responsible for the destruction of the environment, but in fact these laws seem to protect nature more than the free market ever could. The 1994 Marrakesh Agreement (which was responsible for the founding of the WTO) has at its core the idea that countries and businesses aim for
sustainable development, seeking both to protect and preserve the environment […] consistent with their respective needs and concerns at different levels of economic development.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  World Trade Organization, Marrakesh Agreement Establishing the World Trade Organization, <https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/04-wto_e.htm>, [accessed 15 May 2018].] 

This seems to solve the problems associated with the above situations: businesses would be required to invest in the environment of developing/debt-ridden countries, instead of exploiting them purely for monetary gain. The free market would not require this, as we have seen, and would instead leave the land undeveloped and abused. The WTO’s inclusion of the phrase “respective needs and concerns at different levels of economic development” recognises that not all countries are as economically developed as Western countries, and that they may require more lenient regulations towards the environment in order to develop a sustainable environment and economy. This does not mean that they are free to damage the environment for monetary gain, but that other countries and businesses are required to be more compassionate when it comes to repaying debts and trading goods. As a result, they would not be under pressure to rapidly increase their production of exported goods; fewer chemicals would be used on the environment and the people would not suffer from a lack of domestic product. The compassion towards the different economic requirements of other countries is absent within the free market, as we are not required to be caring or sympathetic towards others: instead we are free to ravage the land and our private property for the sake of monetary gain, with no care for those who it may affect.
While government regulations, like those put in place by the WTO, are more effective than the free market in protecting the environment, they are not completely perfect. In New Zealand, “acres of shellfish” have died in an estuary due to sediment waste from a building site, with the marine reserve having “more sediment than the maximum recorded in every Auckland stream”.[footnoteRef:12] Despite opposition from groups about the levels of pollutants that would be released into the environment, the government allowed the building site permits to act in such a way. While there are laws and regulations to protect the environment, there are still those who manage to “swerve” around them; the groups continue the fight to be heard and to change the government’s views on the matter. Under the free market, however, the businesses would not be beholden to anyone: any opposition from those affected could go virtually unnoticed, as there would be no “greater authority” to petition or protest. Instead, the businesses would be allowed to do as they please for their own self-interest and monetary gain. [12:  Isobel Ewing, ‘Acres of shellfish dead in north Auckland estuary’, Newshub, 14 May 2018, <http://www.newshub.co.nz/home/new-zealand/2018/05/acres-of-shellfish-dead-in-north-auckland-estuary.html>, [accessed 15 May 2018].] 

When businesses are focussed solely on profit and self-interest, they ignore the world around them and allow it to be destroyed, whether through over-farming, polluting or a lack of sustainable development. Free market ideology cannot protect the environment: it does not value it. Only by creating government regulations that are based on a sensitivity towards nature can we truly protect the environment around us.
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