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Environment, Sustainability and Philosophy – Assignment 2


Is sustainable development a useful concept? What might it involve in practice?

[bookmark: _GoBack]As approaches to the environment go, development is one of the more well-known ones. It seeks to enhance the quality of life by reducing levels of poverty, offering healthcare and education, and ensuring a good life for all. However, there exists a debate over whether or not development can be sustainable, and how useful a concept this sustainable development actually is. The two main arguments can be seen through the works of Wilfred Beckerman, who argues against it, and Herman Daly, who argues that strong sustainability is logical and ensures respect to future generations. 
While not actively defining the concept of sustainable development, Beckerman wholly opposes it on the grounds that it “mixes up together the technical characteristics of a particular development path with a moral injunction to pursue it”.[footnoteRef:1] Instead of focusing on some undefined morality that may be more sustainable for the natural environment, it may be more desirable and “optimal”, as Beckerman says, to the development of the community to perform an unsustainable action, such as opening a simple mine project.[footnoteRef:2] It does appear to be illogical to favour the sustainability of a small forestry project over the possibility of bringing an entire community out of poverty through mining, even if the means of doing so might not be as sustainable: development focuses on the quality of life and not the overall sustainability of the action, so the more economically optimal option would be the correct one. This is not to say that sustainability is necessarily wrong here, but it does appear (through Beckerman’s understanding of it) to go beyond the core focus of what development means. [1:  Wilfred Beckerman, ‘‘Sustainable Development’: Is it a Useful Concept?’, Environmental Values, 3 (1994), pp. 191-209 (193).]  [2:  Ibid.] 

Beckerman’s main argument is that sustainable development is “an absolutist concept” that “does not provide any clear guidance” as to how we can meet both the needs of current people and future generations.[footnoteRef:3] While it tells us we must protect the needs of future peoples, it does not say how far we should do this: should we, like the Brundtland report seems to suggest, limit any and all destruction of the environment just in case it could be important in the future? Instead of this “strong sustainability”, Beckerman sees it necessary to devote these resources to “more urgent environmental concerns”, as the basic definition of development would suggest.[footnoteRef:4] If we were to dedicate the resources to the complete protection of the current environment, such as the preservation of a forest or woodlands, then there is the chance that it would benefit the needs of future generations. However, there is no certainty that said forest would be of any benefit to the needs of those future people, save for their production of oxygen, for we do not know what their needs will be: we can guess what they will be, but there is no definite way of knowing. What we can know, however, are the needs of current people. Therefore, it would appear to be more beneficial and morally good to dedicate resources to the development of current communities to increase their quality of life, than focus on sustaining the environment for the unknown needs of future generations. [3:  Ibid., p. 194.]  [4:  Ibid., pp. 194-195.] 

It is this idea of Beckerman’s that Herman Daly uses as the basis of his reply, writing in favour of the strong sustainability that had been described as “morally repugnant”.[footnoteRef:5] Daly argues that Beckerman has misunderstood what it means to support strong sustainability, which requires the belief that “manmade and natural capital are basically complements”.[footnoteRef:6] If they were viewed as substitutes for each other, this would be the weak sustainability which both Daly and Beckerman disown: the latter states that this eventually leads to a “welfare-based concept of sustainability [and] appears to be redundant”.[footnoteRef:7] With both sides of the sustainability argument disagreeing with this form, it makes sense to dismiss it as inadmissible. [5:  Beckerman, p. 194.]  [6:  Herman Daly, ‘On Wilfred Beckerman’s Critique of Sustainable Development’, Environmental Values, 4 (1995), pp. 49-55 (49).]  [7:  Beckerman, p. 203.] 

Daly, agreeing with Beckerman on this and the inability to “bequeath welfare” to future generations, states that our obligation is instead to guarantee them the “capacity to produce, in the form of a minimum level of natural capital”: while we can leave future people fishing boats, it is pointless without some amount of water in which we can find the fish.[footnoteRef:8] If we were to destroy all the natural capital of the water or fish themselves, it would be impossible to fill this gap with some manmade capital: they cannot replace each other, so it appears necessary to sustain the natural world in some way. Daly argues that his version of sustainability requires the two forms of capital “be maintained intact separately” as they are two complementing issues:[footnoteRef:9] if this is the case, then it is logical for there to be a separate approach to it in the form of sustainability. If we were to combine the forms of capital, as weak sustainability would have us do, it would make sense for there to be only one approach: this approach could have us advocating for the complete protection of natural over manmade capital, thereby ignoring the development of quality of life, or allowing the entire destruction of natural capital in a confused understanding of the matter. [8:  Daly, p. 50.]  [9:  Daly, p. 53.] 

With both Beckerman and Daly’s views on sustainable development considered, there seems to be an argument to be made in favour of it: while weak sustainability sees natural and manmade capital as being interchangeable, Daly’s understanding of strong sustainability seems to counter any criticisms that Beckerman had. Instead of focusing solely on the needs of future generations and advocating little or no destruction of natural resources, as Beckerman seems to argue it does, Daly’s strong sustainability limits this to a “minimum level of natural capital” that still allows current societies to prosper and develop. His Output and Input Rules account for the needs of natural capital while also allowing development: he gives clear outlines as to how we should act, ensuring that “waste outputs are within the natural absorptive capacities of the environment” and that “harvest rates [for renewable inputs] should not exceed regeneration rates”.[footnoteRef:10] This goes strongly against Beckerman’s argument that sustainable development “does not provide any clear guidance”, instead giving us solid instructions on how to act in an environmentally-sensible manner. [10:  Daly, p. 50.] 

Thus, it appears that sustainable development is a useful concept when we approach it with clear guidelines like Daly has done. It allows for the enhancement of quality of life, while only gently restricting our actions for the benefit of future generations.
Outline and assess the contraction and convergence approach to mitigating climate change equitably.

One of the many approaches to tackling climate change is the Contraction and Convergence approach, which has the key aims of reducing emissions rates and moving them towards the “right” level per capita. It aims to do this by combining the Population Principle with ideas concerning entitlement to the Earth’s absorptive capacities, focusing on the equal importance of all people and governments.
It is this sense of equality that forms the basis of the Contraction and Convergence approach, although it was not necessarily present in previous approaches: the Kyoto Protocol aimed to reduce carbon emissions in developed countries based on their historical emissions levels, while not expecting “undeveloped” countries to do the same.[footnoteRef:11] The idea to base emissions on past levels may seem sensible at first, as it is assumed they would have increased their levels since then, but there is seemingly a lack of equality involved: countries with higher levels historically are allowed to maintain these, while previously underdeveloped countries must reduce theirs drastically and damage the lives of their citizens. It seems to be disrespectful to other humans that we would force them back to these low levels of emissions while we in developed countries embrace our historically higher ones, so the idea of equity is required for tackling climate change. [11:  Robin Attfield, Environmental Ethics (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2014), p. 205.] 

With all humans apparently having an “equal entitlement to access the absorptive capacity of the atmosphere”, meaning access to all parts of the air that allows us to breathe, it would make sense for each us to have an equal amount of emissions allowed into that atmosphere.[footnoteRef:12] The air we breathe is part of the global commons, meaning it is impossible to own it: we cannot section or divide the atmosphere into parts for each person. Therefore, we are logically entitled to an equal share of the atmosphere and should thus be restricted to an equal amount of emissions placed into it. If it was in fact possible to divide the atmosphere into parts, then it would be appropriate to question our equal access: it remains, however, that we cannot do this. [12:  Ibid., p. 207.] 

In order to work out the emissions level for each person, the agreed-upon worldwide amount is divided by the number of human beings alive, before being granted to each country based on their population.[footnoteRef:13] Unlike the Kyoto Protocol, which favoured developed countries over developing, this Population Principle would favour countries with a higher population than others. With this, China would receive the most emissions: it already has the highest emission levels, but they are seemingly low when considering its population.[footnoteRef:14] If the worldwide quota is high enough, it is possible that China may be entitled to even more emissions than they previously produced, due to their high population. This would be an undesirable outcome of the situation, as they would then be producing even more emissions, so it would be important for worldwide governments to agree upon a quota that ensures this does not happen. [13:  Ibid., p. 207.]  [14:  Ibid., p. 205.] 

However, the Population Principle would be greatly beneficial to the development of countries like Ethiopia and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), both having higher populations than the United Kingdom, France, or Canada. Due to their higher populations, they would be entitled to higher levels of emissions which would allow them to generate more electricity and produce greater amounts of prosperity and capital. By doing so, they would be much more able to convert to renewable forms of energy in the future due to their higher levels of wealth and overall infrastructure. In developed countries like the United Kingdom, France, and Canada, which have lower levels of population than those mentioned above and would therefore receive less emissions quotas, it is much easier to convert to renewable forms of energy: France already relies on nuclear or hydro energy for about 90% of its electricity, so its emissions levels may possibly be even lower than the quota would require.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  World Nuclear Association, ‘Nuclear Power in France’ (November 2018), <http://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/country-profiles/countries-a-f/france.aspx>] 

With situations like this happening as countries embrace renewable energy, the Contraction and Convergence would allow the sale of emissions quotas to other countries: this would be beneficial to those countries like Ethiopia or the DRC where their quota may be “too high” for them to use originally, instead allowing them to obtain money for the building of anti-climate change infrastructure and production of renewable energy in the future. Attfield raises the issue, however, that this “appears to reward increases in population”, as a country would receive more quotas if their population was higher.[footnoteRef:16] By doing so, the resources of a country would be stretched more thinly and more emissions would be allowed into the air, both of which would be negative for both the environment and people living within the country. This situation could perhaps be avoided by advocating a ‘highest population level’ for each country but, similar to the historical emissions levels, this would raise questions: which date do you base it on? What happens if new countries are formed, and therefore have no “previous population” to base emissions on? What happens if a large influx of refugees arrives? To advocate such an idea would no doubt require several discussions to ensure its fairness and equality, but it may answer the question of how population increases may be tackled. [16:  Attfield, p. 208.] 

The other problem that Attfield raises is the issue of debt, specifically that of developing countries: it is possible that they would be tempted into selling their quotas in order to pay off debts to more developed countries. For example, Kenya may sell the quotas obtained from their population to China, who they owe almost $4.8 billion.[footnoteRef:17] While this would pay off their national debt, which is undoubtedly a good thing, it would negatively impact the Kenyan people: there would be no quotas left to generate electricity and the infrastructure would fail because of this. One suggestion to combat this is the allocation of separate entitlements to trade and use,[footnoteRef:18] however this would raise more questions as to how it should be divided, and what to do in situations where the “use” quotas have run out, but the “trade” quotas are still available.  [17:  Steve Johnson, ‘Kenya readies $2bn bond sale as public debt rises’, Financial Times (15 May  2019) <https://www.ft.com/content/191b7cfa-7652-11e9-bbad-7c18c0ea0201>]  [18:  Attfield, p. 208.] 

With all of this considered, it appears that the Contraction and Convergence approach can be beneficial in reducing the effects of climate change, due to its affect on the infrastructure of developing countries and future development of renewable energy. However, this does not change the fact that there appears to be several unanswered questions as to how the trading of quotas and the increase of populations would affect such an agreement.
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