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It came out of the blue, an attack on the precautionary
principle by the New York Times. The Times ran its
anonymous broadside in its Sunday Week-in-Review section
November 21 under the sub-heading, "ECO- ECONOMICS
UNMASKED."[1]
The main point of the Times's attack is that the
environmentalist perspective on the world has now become
mainstream and has "corrupted the study of economics." The
Times says this corruption takes two forms:
(1) an obsession with the need for limits, and
(2) the assumption that people need to be cautious about
economic development because it could have harmful
unintended consequences, which has led people to foolishly
embrace the precautionary principle.[2]
The Times was quoting from an article by one Daniel BenAmi, titled "The dismal quackery of eco-economics," which
appeared in October on a British web site called "spiked"
(http://www.spikedonline.com). The full Ben-Ami article is
available
at
http://www.rachel.org/library/getfile.cfm?ID=491.
At first blush, Mr. Ben-Ami appears to be an extremely
learned scholar, a master of both philosophy and economics,
tossing off names like Condorcet, Diderot, Goethe, Hume,
Kant, Thomas Paine, Voltaire, Rousseau and Adam Smith.
Unfortunately, Mr. Ben-Ami's scholarship turns out to be just
a lot of fancy dancing around a cloud of flatulence -- in
reality, a pop-gun attack on the precautionary principle by a
guy who must have slept through high-school physics.
Mr. Ben-Ami argues at great length that there are no real
limits on economic growth because (a) when we run out of
one resource, like copper, we'll simply substitute another; and
(b) the amount of energy available to us is enormous because
of sunlight.
What Mr. Ben-Ami overlooks is the second law of
thermodynamics, which tells us that all transformations of
energy and matter -- in other words, all economic activities -produce an increase in entropy, more commonly known as
waste, pollution, disorder, externalities, side effects, or
unintended consequences.[3] Therefore, the second law tells
us, the ultimate limit on economic growth is the unintended
consequences that it creates in the form of waste and disorder
-- not the shortage of materials or energy.[4] On a finite
planet, there is only so much waste and disorder that can be
tolerated before the place becomes intolerably degraded -and that's the kind of limit that is peeking over the horizon in
modern times.
The second law tells us that these unintended effects are
inevitable; they cannot be avoided. We can reduce the harms
associated with modern technologies, but we cannot eliminate
them. To avoid turning the planet into an uninhabitable
dump, we must learn to live within limits.

The second law tells us that everything we do leaves behind a
mess, and the more we do, the bigger the mess becomes.
Want more coal? Then someone is going to remove more
mountain tops in West Virginia and dump them into the
nearest creek. Want to burn more oil? Then someone is going
to cut roads and move heavy equipment into unspoiled areas
and eventually warm the whole planet, leading to more floods
and hurricanes and malaria and yellow fever. Need more
food? Then someone is going to cut down more forests,
leading to more soil erosion, more nutrients misplaced and
more "dead zones" in the oceans. We all sense intuitively that
there is no such thing as a free lunch, and the second law tells
us that we are right, and it tells us why.
In truth, some of my environmentalist friends don't like to
acknowledge it, but even solar energy requires us to rip up
the earth and build more platforms and towers and cables and
substations to capture and transform energy and transmit it to
where it's wanted.
Of course we have been remarkably inefficient in the past and
with greater efficiency we could create less damage while
getting the same benefits -- but eventually we hit irreducible
limits on efficiency (limits defined by the second law) and, at
that point, the only way to make less of a mess is to do less.
Eventually economic growth (growth in the amount of "stuff"
we move around) must slow and then stop. On a finite planet,
there is no way around these limits. That's what the second
law says, and no one has ever found a way around it. Even
when Newtonian physics gave way to quantum physics
around 1900, the second law maintained its status as a
fundamental law of the universe. It is the ultimate limiting
law of nature.[4]
There was a time when we seemed to be able to evade the
limits of nature. At least that's how it appeared. That was
because the world was nearly empty (of humans and their
artifacts). When damage occurred it seemed local and of no
great consequence, and we just moved on to a new place. But
now the world is full. This is new, and Mr. Ben-Ami and the
editors at the New York Times haven't yet modernized their
thinking. We live in a different world than the one our
grandparents inhabited. Growth used to be necessary and
good, but that's no longer always the case. New conditions
require new thinking. This is what the precautionary principle
is about -- innovative thinking to keep pace with a changing
world.
Mr. Ben-Ami does get one thing right -- many in the "Third
World" remain poor and malnourished while we in the
overdeveloped North are trying to find our belly buttons
amongst the rolls of fat.[5]
The simple fact is, we in the U.S. long ago produced more
goods and services than any one society could possibly need
to claim the "good life." In the U.S., there's already way more
than enough to go around -- it's just that 1% of our U.S.

population has appropriated 40% of everything and is
reluctant to share.[6] And that 40% is relentlessly pumping
out propaganda like Mr. Ben-Ami's brand of "scholarship,"
pretending that more growth will somehow feed the Third
World poor. No, it won't -- the way things are set up now,
more growth will merely give the world's wealthiest 1% more
opportunities to make themselves even wealthier, and the
Third World poor will remain poor. Indeed, the way things
are set up now, more growth won't even help the poor in the
U.S.[7] It is not for lack of food that hunger still plagues this,
the wealthiest society the world has ever known
[http://www.centeronhunger.org/facts.html]. It is for lack of
sharing. We throw out half the food we grow, instead of
making an effort to share it with those who are hungry.[8]
The Third World DOES need -- and deserves[9] -- economic
growth, but we live on a planet that is already showing signs
of serious stress from past growth, such as:
** global warming;[10]
** depleted ozone layer;[11]
** women's breast milk contaminated with hundreds of
industrial poisons [don't get me wrong: breast-feeding is still
the best way to nourish an infant];[12]
** drinking water laced with low levels of viagra, antidepressents, chemotherapy toxicants and several hundred
other "personal care products" designed to be biologically
active;[13]
** children's cancers and other environment-related diseases
increasing;[14]
** many species of birds, fish, amphibians and mammals
already extinct, and thousands more soon to become so;[15]
** and these are just a few of the more obvious signs that we
have exceeded the natural limits of the Earth. This list could
be readily extended.
Intentional, targeted economic growth IS the answer to
poverty in the Third World but, on a planet that is already
stressed by the side- effects of growth, the "developed"
countries have to stop growing in order to make room for
growth in the Third World. Economist Herman Daly spelled
this out some years ago.[16]
Regional economic growth can continue, but it must be
limited to those places where it is needed. The U.S. doesn't
need more growth -- we just need more sharing to give
everyone an opportunity to obtain a modicum of life's
blessings. A full employment policy, to give everyone a
decent job who wants a job would be a good first step
(accompanied of course by a family-sustaining minimum
wage).
In the U.S. there's already plenty to go around. Our capitalist
economy has done well by us, but it's now obvious that it has
grown so large that it is wrecking the planet -- because of the
inevitable waste and disorder that accompanies economic
activity. So we need to learn to discern limits and live within
them, aiming not to grow but to maintain the productive
capacity that 400 years of hard work and economic growth
have given us.

Hitting the limits to growth also means we need to learn to
share because we can no longer rely on growth to expand
everyone's piece of the pie. Now we must pay attention to
divvying up the pie more carefully, more fairly. The natural
limits of the Earth require it, plus it will be good for our
souls. Wasn't it Jesus who said, "It is easier for a camel to go
through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into
the kingdom of heaven"?
To summarize: Based on his misinterpretation of the second
law of thermodynamics, Mr. Ben-Ami says there are no real
limits on human activity because we are such an ingenious
species that we can always figure out some way to get around
any limits that nature may impose. Economists may claim
this is true, but physicists know it's not. That's what the
second law is about -- there really ARE limits to growth,
limits imposed by the unintended mess we make whenever
we do anything useful. Physicists call the mess "entropy" -and it takes the form of chemical wastes, heaps of mine
spoils, polluted water, unhealthy air, eroded hillsides, and
sick children. For any beneficial activity, the mess can be
reduced, but it cannot be eliminated.
For 400 years, the western ideology of "progress" has told us
that any limits can be evaded if we are clever enough. But
now we know that's false, and we have to learn to live in this
new world, bounded by limits. Doing so will still demand that
we be clever -- to get the benefits we need while doing the
least harm.
Every industry will need people to rethink and redesign
almost everything they've been doing. Such innovation will
create tons of good jobs. But the world of limits will also
require us to be not only clever but also wise, asking, Which
activities are truly beneficial, and which are not? And: Which
benefits can we do without? In the new world of limits, we
will always ask, of every activity, is this necessary? And: Is
this the best we can do? This leads naturally to a discussion
of alternatives, which is the heart of a precautionary
approach.[17]
Mr. Ben-Ami represents the old, defunct way of looking at
the world: do whatever might make a profit, then phoney up a
risk assessment to prove that it's safe. We now know that this
old "risk assessment" approach produced enormous harm -to our health, to the ecosystems that our economy depends
upon, and to our democracy. (How can we claim to have a
democracy when 1% of the people own 40% of everything?
Does money not translate into political power? Who are we
kidding?)
Mr. Ben-Ami represents a point of view that has been
relegated to the heap of outmoded ideas, alongside the flat
earth theory and the use of leeches to cure disease.
There is a broader shift happening in our culture, from shortterm gain to long-term sustainability -- or ultimately from a
value system based on money to one based on life.
The precautionary principle is a powerful new anchor for a
traditional value system based on compassion, cherishing
community, environmental stewardship and nurturing future
generations within a framework of wisdom and forward

thinking. Precaution is the future -- positive, powerful,
healthy, and good.
--Peter Montague
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