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start by thanking the organisers of the Cambridge Lectures 
on Environment and Development fo r the honour o f my initiat -
ing what promise s t o be a  prestigious an d influentia l series . 

It is timely too. Back in 1983 , when Mrs . Brundtland invite d 
me to join the World Commission on Environment and Develop-
ment, the world's environment was well down the list of priority 
political issues almost everywhere; academic interest in ecology 
was often treate d by practitioners of more traditional discipline s 
with suspicio n an d disdain ; a s fo r 'environmen t an d develop -
ment', tha t was a  specialism within a  dubious specialis m or , a s 
Churchill might have said, a mystery wrapped in an enigma; even 
environmentalists themselves sometimes seemed less concerned 
about people than pandas. I hesitated before accepting the Prime 
Minister's invitation . I f th e worl d wasn' t read y fo r 'Brandt ' o n 
development, would it be ready for 'Brundtland' on environment 
and development? 1 

Now—barely fiv e year s later—suc h hesitatio n woul d see m 
strange. The interrelated issues of environment and development 
now vie with nuclear disarmament a s the dominant issue of our 
time. Politicians—fro m Mr . Gorbache v t o Mrs . Thatcher—an d 
financiers—from th e Presiden t o f th e Worl d Ban k t o environ -
mentally 'clean ' uni t trus t managers—advertis e thei r 'green ' 
credentials. Britain—one o f the few countrie s no t to contribut e 
to th e cost s o f th e Commission' s work—decide d t o hos t th e 
presentation o f it s Report a t the end ; an d i s now convenin g (i n 
March) a n importan t internationa l conferenc e o n th e ozon e 
layer. Th e National  Geographic  carrie d o n it s Decembe r 198 8 
cover a holograph o f the planet which fractures a s it tilts.2 Time 
Magazine, a t the start of 1989, dropped for only the second time 
in 60 years it s 'Man of the Year' theme to emphasise tha t this is 
to be th e yea r o f 'endangere d earth'. 3 

How has this transformation i n perception come about? I like 
to think that the World Commission, and its Report Our Common 
Future,4 had something to do with it. But perhaps more important 
was the way in which a succession of disasters all over the world 
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triggered intellectua l awarenes s abou t th e possibilit y o f som e 
underlying patter n o f causality , an d arouse d thos e emotion s o f 
fear an d ange r tha t ar e often th e mainspring o f politica l action . 
While the Commissio n met , som e o f those happening s graphi -
cally illustrate d th e danger s face d b y humanity : Bhopal , Cher -
nobyl, the Rhin e chemica l spillage , the mud slid e i n Colombia , 
the Mexican liquid gas explosion, drough t and famine i n Africa . 
When Commonwealt h leader s debate d th e wor k o f th e Worl d 
Commission at their last meeting in Vancouver in 1987, the whole 
discussion wa s give n immediac y b y th e recen t experienc e o f 
disastrous flooding  i n Bangladesh (wors e was to come) and th e 
inundation o f the low-lying islands of the Maldives by unprece -
dented waves . Reinforce d b y empirica l evidenc e tha t suc h 
disasters have steadily increased in frequency i n recent decades, 
political leader s wer e beginnin g t o accep t tha t al l these—an d 
more—are no t purel y rando m events . 

But, while this spate of disasters has raised public and political 
consciousness abou t environmenta l stress , i t is the quieter , les s 
immediately dramatic, trends which are, in many respects, more 
disturbing. Th e mos t recen t estimate s sugges t tha t 1 1 millio n 
hectares o f tropical forest—an are a th e siz e of Eas t Germany — 
are being los t every year, mainly to land clearin g for crop s an d 
cattle ranching.5 In India, where there tends to be a more hones t 
and open discussio n o f environmental issue s than elsewhere , i t 
is now publicly acknowledged that forest loss is far more serious 
than previously recognised and, on present trends, little if any of 
the remaining 30 million hectares of forest will be left by the end 
of the century.6 In Brazil, one of the few remaining tropical fores t 
areas of any size, destruction proceeds apace. You may well have 
seen report s ove r Christma s tha t Chic o Mendes , th e rubbe r 
tappers' leade r who fought , usin g non-violen t Gandhia n meth -
ods, t o preserv e Amazonia—an d whos e Association , inciden -
tally, gav e eloquen t testimon y t o th e Brundtlan d Commissio n 
when i t visited Brazil—wa s murdere d becaus e h e stoo d i n th e 
way o f powerfu l interest s wantin g t o destro y th e forest. 7 Th e 
costs o f thi s fores t destructio n ar e onl y jus t beginnin g t o b e 
understood: long-ter m soi l erosion ; substantia l contributio n t o 
the accumulatio n o f greenhous e gase s i n th e atmosphere ; an d 
irrevocable loss of plant and animal species which are becoming 
extinct a t a  rat e of , perhaps , hundred s o r eve n thousand s o f 
species a  year. 8 
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Deforestation i s only one symptom of the declining health of 
the earth:9 six million hectares of new desert—an area almost the 
size of the Iris h Republi c o r Holland an d Belgiu m combined — 
form annually ; thousand s o f lake s an d river s ar e biologicall y 
dead or dying; there is growing toxic contamination of water and 
soils. In India , 13 0 million hectares—almos t 4 0 per cen t o f tha t 
country's lan d area-—hav e bee n classifie d a s degraded beyon d 
the point of productive use . In Poland, one-quarte r o f the soil is 
regarded as contaminated beyond the point of safe use and only 
one pe r cent of fresh wate r i s now considered saf e for drinking . 
In Mexico City , residents hav e bee n advise d t o jog indoors be -
cause o f th e danger s o f breathin g th e air. 10 Eve n i n England' s 
green and pleasant land, the claims of bottled water and organi c 
farming n o longe r conten d i n vain—an d no t onl y becaus e o f 
'princely' support . 

For much of humanity, however, an even more pressing issue 
than where t o jog or how t o farm i s how no t to starve—how t o 
rise above absolute poverty. Perhaps the most distinctive contri-
bution of the Brundtland Commission was to provide a clear ex-
planatory link between Third World poverty and global environ-
mental deterioration—betwee n econom y an d ecology . Tradi -
tionally, pollutio n ha s bee n see n largel y a s a  by-produc t o f 
wasteful lif e styles and harmful productio n processes in the rich 
world. An d i n man y respect s tha t remain s th e case . Eight y pe r 
cent o f al l commercial energ y i s generated i n the industrialise d 
world, includin g Easter n Europe ; almos t al l th e world' s chlo -
rofluorocarbons—the CFCs , thos e gase s tha t ar e helpin g t o 
destroy the ozone layer—originate in rich countries. But, in other 
respects, povert y i s a s environmentall y degradin g a s i t i s i n 
human terms . Th e imperative s o f dail y surviva l forc e poo r 
families to think (and live) short term—to overgraze grasslands , 
to overexploi t soil s to maximise immediat e yields , to cut dow n 
dwindling fores t stock s fo r farmlan d o r firewood . Wha t is , 
individually, rationa l behaviou r become s a  collective disaster . 

Nowhere i s there a  wider disparit y between understandabl e 
human choic e and inevitabl e human disaste r than i n relation t o 
population. Fo r an individua l famil y o n th e brin k o f surviva l i t 
makes eminen t sens e t o have larg e number s o f childre n i n th e 
hope tha t some survive and help around the family farm or fin d 
work t o suppor t parents , brother s an d sisters . Bu t when man y 
families do the same the combined resul t is to produce far mor e 
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people than the stock of available fertile land and the infrastruc -
ture of schools, health and othe r services can sustain. In Kenya, 
a country that suffers acutely from land hunger, urban unemploy-
ment an d environmenta l stress , a  woman no w produce s eigh t 
children on average and the population i s expected to rise fro m 
25 to over 80 million in the next 35 years—even i f the birth rat e 
halves over that period. In Bangladesh, where almos t every last 
acre o f cultivabl e lan d i s alread y used—an d million s liv e 
precariously on mudbanks facing imminent disaster—the popu -
lation is expected to double from 11 0 million to 220 million over 
the same period o f 35 years11 and, again , assuming a  halving of 
the birth rate. These are the pressures which contribute to many 
of th e world' s mos t acut e environmenta l problems . An d th e 
process i s circular , sinc e i t i s poo r peopl e an d poo r countrie s 
which depen d mor e tha n other s o n lan d an d natura l resource s 
for surviva l an d whic h ar e consequentl y mor e vulnerabl e t o 
environmental deterioration . 

It is important to realise that these problems do not arise from 
ignorance, le t alone stupidity . There is , in most poo r countries , 
a sophisticate d awarenes s o f th e kin d o f agricultura l practice s 
that ar e sustainable . Particularl y i n India , China , Indonesi a an d 
also in many parts of Africa, ther e are , in peasant farmin g com -
munities, traditions of terracing, crop rotation, natura l fertilizer s 
and animal husbandry that long pre-date the arrival of European 
technology. But poor countries often find themselves trapped in 
a downward spira l in which the pressures of poverty and risin g 
population lea d t o soun d practice s bein g abandoned . Ther e i s 
also a generally wide awareness of the undesirability of excessive 
population growth: in a recent survey, while only 10 per cent of 
women in rural Ghana were practising contraception, 90 per cent 
expressed a  clear preference fo r having no more children.12 But 
partly becaus e o f th e hig h level s o f chil d mortality—an d th e 
generally low status of women—these wishes do not prevail over 
the seeming compulsions of economic need; they go unfulfilled , 
with disastrous consequence s fo r development , an d eventuall y 
for globa l living . 

What makes all this so acutely critical is that all the signs point 
to th e incidenc e o f povert y growin g i n th e Thir d World . Fo r 
example, the number of people o n inadequat e diets , excludin g 
China, rose from a n estimate d 65 0 million t o 730 million i n th e 
1970s and, sinc e 1980 , matters have turned fro m ba d t o worse . 

286 



Endangered Earth 

Among childre n unde r fiv e alone , 16 0 millio n ar e reporte d t o 
suffer protei n energy malnutrition—and thi s includes two-third s 
of al l childre n i n Sout h Asia . I n 2 1 ou t o f 3 5 low-incom e 
developing countries , the overall daily calorie supply per capit a 
was lowe r i n 198 5 than i n 1965 . Almost hal f o f 11 5 developin g 
countries hav e experience d fallin g pe r capit a stapl e foo d con -
sumption thi s decade . I n mos t part s o f th e developin g world , 
there hav e bee n sharpl y reduce d growt h rates , fall s i n rea l pe r 
capita income , risin g unemploymen t an d cut-back s i n educa -
tional an d healt h provisio n a s a  resul t o f austerit y measure s 
consequent upon economic crisis. Such poverty is the worst form 
of pollution . 

Let no one dismis s this as rhetoric. The simple , and terrible , 
truth i s that poverty an d environmen t ar e inextricably linked i n 
a chain of cause and effect . Problem s of environment canno t b e 
tackled i n isolatio n fro m thos e nationa l an d internationa l eco -
nomic factor s tha t perpetuat e large-scal e poverty . Thi s i s wh y 
those concerne d wit h environmen t i n Latin America an d Afric a 
see links with international economic problems such as oppres-
sive deb t servicin g an d depresse d commodit y expor t prices — 
which, together, force developin g countries to overexploit thei r 
natural resourc e bas e i n orde r t o maintai n expor t earnings . 
Imagine, then, how utterly galling i t is for them to find Wester n 
aid agencie s an d multilatera l institution s (lik e the World Bank ) 
preaching abou t the need fo r greater environmenta l concer n i n 
developing countrie s agains t a  backdrop o f grossly inadequat e 
financial flows,  th e consequenc e o f which i s to perpetuat e th e 
very underdevelopmen t whic h contribute s t o environmenta l 
neglect. Man has stood o n th e moon an d looke d o n th e earth' s 
oneness; ye t centurie s o f preoccupatio n wit h ourselves—i n 
family, the n tribe , the n natio n state—stil l stan d i n th e wa y o f 
those holistic global perceptions and solutions that are essentia l 
to human survival . 

Amidst thi s catalogu e o f negativ e trend s i t i s eas y t o b e 
defeatist. The message of the World Commission was, however , 
by no means a negative one; and while, for example, the massive 
burning of fossil fuels continues to degrade the physical environ-
ment everywhere (as the burning of books degrades the intellec-
tual!), some decidedly positive developments are now beginning 
to emerge. In Scandinavia, Canada and West Germany, environ -
ment i s close to the top o f the politica l agenda ; i n Britain, Mrs. 
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Thatcher ha s mad e a  stron g an d welcom e interventio n i n thi s 
area; now, President Bush has appointed a strong conservationist 
to hea d hi s Departmen t o f th e Environment . I t is , o f course , 
somewhat easie r t o espous e an d pursu e environmentalis m i n 
rich countrie s wher e ther e ar e n o grea t pressure s o f risin g 
population an d wher e resource s ca n b e diverte d t o environ -
mental protection . Bu t i t is no les s welcome fo r that . There ha s 
been, too , significan t progres s in , for example , recognisin g th e 
need t o cur b th e sulphu r emission s tha t caus e aci d rain , an d 
introducing mor e environmentally-sensitiv e agricultura l poli -
cies. 

So far, mos t 'green ' politic s ha s been in , an d fo r th e benefi t 
of, develope d countries ; bu t som e developing-countr y politi -
cians hav e als o take n u p th e challenge . Raji v Gandh i ha s 
launched a programme to turn back five million hectares of land 
every yea r int o fuelwoo d an d fodde r plantations. 13 Rober t 
Mugabe has tackled the sensitive issue of population and famil y 
planning; withi n tw o year s o f hi s launchin g th e programme , 
contraceptive practice in Zimbabwe rose from 1 4 per cent to 38 
per cent. 14 

Of comparable significanc e i s the way Presiden t Gorbache v 
is trying to lead international opinion. When the World Commis-
sion visite d Mosco w tw o year s ago , th e administratio n wa s 
reeling in the aftermath o f Chernobyl, and was very much on the 
defensive. Sovie t authorities now freely admi t that , no less than 
in th e West , grea t damag e ha s bee n don e t o th e Russia n 
environment b y insensitiv e industria l planning . Th e plannin g 
system ha s quit e disastrousl y neglecte d environmenta l factor s 
and has promoted—through irrational pricing—a wasteful use of 
energy and raw materials. The emergence of the Soviet Union as 
a major and constructive participant in global environmental dis-
cussions add s a  whole ne w dimensio n t o what i s possible . 

These stirring s o f awarenes s a t a  nationa l leve l ar e no w 
beginning t o creat e th e basi s fo r tacklin g thos e environmenta l 
problems tha t ar e truly international . Th e mos t strikin g succes s 
has been the international agreement , unde r UNEP auspices, t o 
cut the production and use of CFCs.15 It has been estimated tha t 
the Montrea l Accord , i f full y implemented , coul d avoi d tw o 
million futur e ski n cance r deaths. 16 Even before th e agreemen t 
came into effect, however , scientifi c researc h suggested tha t fa r 
more dramati c curb s wil l b e necessar y t o preven t continuin g 
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increases du e t o ozon e depletion . Still , th e agreemen t wa s 
remarkable fro m severa l standpoints . I t wa s th e firs t tim e 
Governments ha d acte d together , no t i n response t o a  demon -
strated calamity , but to predictions and warnings of scientists. It 
imposed effectiv e restraint s o n som e o f th e world' s mos t pow -
erful multinationa l companies . And , a t a  time whe n th e whol e 
idea o f multilateralism ha s been calle d int o question, i t showe d 
that globa l co-operatio n t o fac e globa l threat s is , afte r all , 
possible. 

The agreement i s propitious, too, for dealing with the muc h 
bigger and more complex problems of global warming produced 
by greenhouse gases, notably carbon dioxide. Within the last few 
months, a  major ste p forward ha s been take n with the formula -
tion of a clear consensus amon g scientist s of the scale of globa l 
warming that is likely. The Expert Group the Commonwealth has 
established i n the ligh t of the Vancouver Summi t discussions t o 
look a t th e issu e o f climat e chang e estimate s that , eve n wit h 
policies adopted now to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, there 
is a 90 per cen t probabilit y o f mea n globa l warming o f a t leas t 
one to two degrees by the year 2030 and continued warming afte r 
that.17 Some estimates are of much highe r figures . I  deliberately 
present th e estimate s i n a  cautious wa y sinc e ther e i s a dange r 
of environmentalists overstating their case and inviting the kin d 
of ridicul e which on e leadin g columnis t capture d a  few week s 
ago whe n h e claime d t o hav e rea d tha t 'i f w e continu e t o us e 
underarm deodorants , driv e moto r car s an d bur n fossi l fuel s 
unchecked th e consequen t greenhous e effec t ma y creat e tem -
peratures at which lead melts and other metals become red hot.'18 

Even so , scientifi c consensu s doe s sugges t tha t th e spee d o f 
warming—which i s alread y bein g monitored—i s historicall y 
unprecedented. 

While the precis e effect s o f thi s process o n particula r coun -
tries or even regions cannot yet be predicted with any certainty , 
among the more probable is growing aridity in already semi-arid 
tropical areas—thos e part s o f Africa , fo r example , tha t hav e 
recently experience d sever e drough t an d famine . Anothe r i s a 
greater incidence of extreme events, such as major hurricanes in 
tropical areas . The US Space Agency (NASA) has suggested tha t 
hurricane 'Gilbert ' wa s a  harbinge r o f a  mor e powerfu l an d 
disastrous generation of hurricanes engendered by global warm-
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ing.19 Even small climatic changes can have dramatic effects; i t is 
believed, fo r example , tha t the letha l strai n o f mosquit o whic h 
has killed tens of thousands o f people i n Madagascar in the las t 
year, could have flourished  du e to slight warming.20 There ma y 
be som e beneficiaries—if , fo r exampl e winte r warmin g i n 
Canada an d the USSR permits agriculture in the more northerly , 
currently frozen, latitudes. But, there is no basis for complacency 
that global warming could be a 'zero sum game'; adjustment will 
be necessar y everywhere , wit h attendan t costs . 

Among thes e cost s wil l b e thos e o f adjustin g t o highe r se a 
levels. Th e Commonwealt h Exper t Grou p conservativel y pre -
dicts—again wit h a  very high leve l o f probability—tha t th e se a 
will rise at least 20 to 30 cm. (approximately 1 2 inches) by 2030 
and possibl y a s muc h a s three time s tha t leve l (approximatel y 
three feet ) wit h continuin g increase s fo r decades—perhap s fo r 
centuries—to come.21 For areas at, or below, sea level—the big, 
highly populated deltas of Egypt, India and China; large areas of 
the United States, Britain and Holland; coastal atolls in the Indian 
and Pacific oceans ; and the capita l of my own country Guyana , 
which i s buil t behin d dykes—ther e i s th e prospec t o f wide -
spread, perhap s catastrophic , floodin g i n years to come. 22 

Surveys of some of these areas conducted fo r the Common -
wealth Grou p sugges t bruta l options . On e i s large-scal e aban -
donment of land; conceivably, abandonment of whole countries. 
In th e cas e o f th e Maldives , fo r example , th e overwhelmin g 
majority of the 1200 islands in the chain are already barely above 
sea level. Who will house the displaced population of low-lying 
areas? Curren t attitude s t o refugee s an d immigrants , i n mos t 
countries, d o no t sugges t tha t larg e population movement s ar e 
feasible. Acceptance of an enhanced risk of large-scale drowning 
is clearly not an option. The 197 0 cyclone in Bangladesh, whe n 
300,000 were killed in one storm surge, and last year's lesser but 
serious disaster , when hundred s mor e perished, 23 ar e warning s 
of wha t coul d happe n o n a n eve n large r scale . Commo n 
humanity alone prevents us regarding this as an acceptable risk . 
A possible option is to build defences. But this is simply beyond 
the means of most poor countries. A single four kilomete r barrier 
in Holland cost over $3 bn; many countries would require muc h 
more. I s it not a  global challeng e t o make ou r plane t habitabl e 
for al l it s people? And i s the challeng e no t a t hand ? 
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The cost s o f doin g nothin g t o preven t climat e chang e ar e 
simply unacceptable. Concern is now such that for the first time, 
following a little-noted meeting in Geneva in November, govern-
ments have at least started to consider—under UN auspices—the 
issue o f climati c chang e an d globa l warmin g collectively . Th e 
problems in progressing from collective study to collective action 
are, however , immense . Ther e i s n o obviou s wa y o f stoppin g 
some greenhouse gas accumulations. There should be some help 
as an indirec t by-produc t o f the Montreal Accord o n CFCs , and 
also if deforestation ca n be slowed . The core issue , however, i s 
the carbon dioxide emitted by burning carbon based fuel , espe -
cially coal . Th e mai n clean , renewable , sourc e o f energy — 
nuclear power—is, to say the least, problematic as well as costly 
and i s likely to remain so, especially for countries with a limited 
technological base . Non-conventiona l source s o f energ y hav e 
been shown to be useful a t the margin; but cannot substitute fo r 
traditional source s o n a  shor t tim e scale . 

The approac h o f man y environmentalist s t o this dilemma i s 
to advocate a  world of slower economic growth. While this may 
be superficiall y appealin g t o thos e alread y materiall y comfort -
able, i t is both selfish an d unwise . Given the extent and growt h 
of mass poverty and the link between poverty and environmenta l 
stress, rapid economic growth in developing countrie s i s essen-
tial; als o developin g countrie s ca n gro w mor e rapidl y i n a 
buoyant worl d econom y tha t bolster s trad e opportunities , par -
ticularly commodit y markets . The World Commissio n spok e o f 
5 per cent as representing a rough normative minimum economic 
growth fo r developin g countrie s take n a s a  whole . A t present , 
only a  smal l numbe r o f countries , mainl y i n Asia, ar e reachin g 
that level. Some parts of the Third World have experienced muc h 
lower economic growth in the last decade or so—notably Afric a 
and Lati n America—and hav e experienced declinin g pe r capit a 
incomes, deepenin g povert y an d th e mos t extrem e form s o f 
environmental stress . Unles s growt h i s revive d ther e i s n o 
prospect o f reversing these trends. And growth i s necessary no t 
only for developing countries ; 'perestroika ' i n the Sovie t Unio n 
is quintessentially concerne d wit h transformin g stagnatio n int o 
growth. And few seriously imagine that the major problems of the 
West—with larg e pocket s o f povert y an d unemployment , an d 
fraying publi c services and infrastructure—can b e solved excep t 
in dynamic economies. The last decade has seen, in almost every 
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part of the world, a combination of slower economic growth and 
accelerated environmenta l decline . Th e experienc e doe s no t 
commend itsel f fo r th e future . 

So, a s lon g a s large-scal e povert y an d rapi d populatio n 
growth remain , 'n o growth ' i s n o solution . Th e Brundtlan d 
Commission mad e a  majo r brea k wit h earlie r environmenta l 
analysis—such a s th e Repor t o f th e Clu b o f Rom e i n th e earl y 
1970s—by recognisin g thi s explicitly . I t positivel y looke d for -
ward to 'a new era of growth'.24 But it stressed that growth mus t 
be qualitativel y differen t fro m tha t experience d i n th e past ; i t 
must be growth tha t contributes to sustainable development : a s 
we defined it , 'progress (in all countries) that meets the needs of 
the presen t withou t compromisin g th e abilit y o f future genera -
tions to mee t thei r ow n needs'. 25 This means , fo r example , no t 
being too mesmerised b y GNP figures; i n some countrie s thes e 
show impressiv e progres s whic h i s entirel y illusor y whe n w e 
take int o accoun t th e depletio n o f forest s an d othe r environ -
mental assets , an d th e qualit y o f life . 

In mos t respects , growt h an d environmenta l sustainabilit y 
reinforce eac h othe r naturally . Thi s i s th e cas e i n agriculture . 
There i s no w abundan t evidenc e tha t th e kin d o f protectiv e 
Common Agricultura l Polic y syste m operate d b y th e EEC , an d 
comparable arrangement s i n Japan an d elsewhere , hav e bot h 
retarded economic efficiency an d added greatly to the pressure s 
for excessive , an d chemical-intensive , production ; whil e i n 
developing countries , the artificial suppression o f farm prices in 
the interest of urban consumers has retarded economic develop-
ment and mad e environmentall y pruden t farmin g uneconomic . 

Equally, there are some real conflicts of interest. Growth, even 
if carefull y managed , i s boun d t o resul t i n a  rapi d growt h o f 
demand for some natural resources, particularly energy. Electri -
cal generation multiplie d eigh t time s worldwide betwee n 195 0 
and 1980. The electrification of villages; the replacement of wood 
burning b y commercial power ; industrialisation : thes e ar e inte -
gral parts o f development . Bu t technology provide s a t least th e 
hope that it will be possible to counter this problem. Over the last 
decade, Wester n countrie s hav e achieve d a n annua l growt h o f 
energy efficienc y o f 2  per cen t an d th e potentia l undoubtedl y 
exists for further majo r saving s and on a  worldwide basis. 26 It is 
possible t o reconcil e rapi d growt h wit h fruga l energ y an d 
material use. But it will not be easy ; i t requires a  willingness b y 
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consumers t o pa y hig h price s tha t full y reflec t thei r environ -
mental as well as narrowly economic costs; and governments t o 
tax depletabl e resource s an d t o financ e majo r long-ter m re -
search—difficult enoug h i n secur e democracies , le t alon e i n 
countries where government i s fragile an d the rise in petrol an d 
kerosene prices can precipitate riots and even coups  d'etats.  And 
fresh water supplies—of which there are reported scarcities in 80 
countries27—now provid e an even more acute constraint on ex-
pansion—particularly o f agriculture . 

These problem s wil l presen t painfu l dilemma s t o whic h 
technology wil l no t alway s provid e solutions , I t is , however , 
possible to say with reasonable confidenc e tha t those countrie s 
which ar e abl e t o surmoun t th e externa l an d interna l impedi -
ments t o growt h wil l fin d i t easie r t o dea l wit h th e dilemmas . 
Korea, for example, is one of the very few developing countrie s 
expanding its forest acreage; Singapore has become the very an-
tithesis of urban squalor; among the less publicised developmen-
tal success stories, Cyprus has been a leader in energy conserva-
tion and solar power, and Mauritius is pioneering a  comprehen -
sive approac h t o economic an d environmenta l planning . 

While ther e ar e piece s o f evidenc e an d experienc e whic h 
suggest tha t bris k economi c growt h an d respec t fo r environ -
mental values can be reconciled, we would be fooling ourselve s 
if w e imagin e tha t 'sustainabl e development ' i s a s ye t wel l 
established a s a  workin g principle . T o achiev e i t globall y wil l 
require a  transformatio n o f attitude s i n som e fundamenta l 
respects. It requires, first of all, a long-term perspective; a recog-
nition that we all have an obligation to future generations as well 
as t o ourselves . Thi s i s difficul t t o realis e wher e ke y policy -
makers in the rich world are geared to the daily stock exchang e 
index and monthly balance o f payment figures , an d in the poo r 
world t o watchin g th e level s o f foodstock s i n granarie s an d 
foreign exchang e reserve s a t th e Centra l Bank . Eve n whe n 
priorities shif t fro m th e immediate to issues of long-term invest -
ment, investmen t criteri a i n bot h publi c an d privat e sector s 
invariably discount future costs and benefits so that the very long 
term i s alway s effectivel y ignored . I n almos t ever y countr y 
policies are being formulated whose long-term implications—fo r 
climate change , se a leve l rise , specie s extinctio n an d nuclea r 
waste disposal—are not part of the calculus of decision-making . 
This has t o change . 
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A second imperativ e which deserve s to be stressed , particu -
larly i n a  universit y context , i s the nee d t o se e environmenta l 
problems i n interdisciplinar y terms , no t i n term s o f narro w 
specialisations. Th e worl d i s replet e wit h project s tha t mad e 
excellent engineering sense but were economically disastrous; or 
were economically sound but environmentally catastrophic. The 
current work on greenhouse gases and global warming and their 
effects requires the combined skills of physicists, meteorologists, 
oceanographers, biologists , geographers , economists , lawyers , 
engineers an d student s o f internationa l relations among others . 
To deal with suc h problems satisfactoril y i s a challenge to bot h 
statesmen an d thinkers . There ar e pressures—of institutions , o f 
culture, o f fashion—t o wor k i n nationa l an d disciplinar y com -
partments. These must be resisted. The wide range of patrons to 
this Lecture Series suggests that at Cambridge such a step forward 
is already being made. I  hope tha t you wil l build o n i t in futur e 
work a t the University, and also help policy-makers to translat e 
the concep t o f 'sustainabl e development ' int o operationall y 
useful advice . 

Finally—and this is a factor I  particularly stress as the head of 
an internationa l organisation— a larg e an d growin g numbe r o f 
environmental issue s ar e cross-borde r problem s whic h simpl y 
cannot b e solve d nationally . Norwegia n lake s an d tree s hav e 
been polluted by power stations in England and Eas t Germany ; 
the Chernobyl fallout affecte d farmer s a s far afield a s Wales and 
Scotland; tree cutting in Nepal has led to flooding in Bangladesh, 
and in Ethiopia it has caused water supply problems in Sudan and 
Egypt; CF C emissions i n the norther n hemispher e coul d caus e 
skin cancer in Australia, Chile and Argentina.28 Unless there i s a 
regional or global framework for handling such issues we will see 
some of them escalating dangerously—in some cases to conflict , 
as ma y alread y hav e occurre d a s a  consequenc e o f large-scal e 
environmental refugee movement s in the Horn of Africa. I t is not 
at all implausible t o hypothesise tha t i f environment an d devel -
opment problem s becom e eve n mor e serious—with , fo r ex -
ample, the large-scale involuntary migrations many believe will 
follow climatic change—some of the most serious consequences 
could b e i n the fiel d o f security . 

Some internationa l problems—thos e concerne d wit h th e 
global commons, the oceans and the ocean bed, the atmosphere, 
Antarctica, whic h n o on e owns—presen t particula r problems . 
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Unless access is regulated in some way, rising demand will result 
in over-use. For the global commons thi s means internationall y 
agreed controls . I n som e respects—suc h a s deep-se a fishing , 
dumping o f waste , fisherie s agreement s an d Antarctica—ther e 
have been embryonic forms of multilateral control. But they tread 
a ver y delicat e dividin g lin e betwee n th e competin g claim s o f 
conservation, private business and governments—all with differ -
ent interests. To handle these common problems requires strong 
multilateral institution s an d respec t fo r internationa l law . Tha t 
means a  change i n habit s by som e o f the majo r powers . 

An effective Law of the Sea to manage the ocean bed has been 
frustrated for the last decade by the refusal of the US to conform.29 

Russia an d Japan hav e often show n a  cavalier disregard fo r th e 
need t o observ e fishin g agreements . Mor e seriously , ther e i s 
insufficient attentio n t o the positio n o f poore r countrie s whic h 
are tryin g t o develo p i n a  world i n which muc h o f th e world' s 
environmental capita l has already been draw n dow n an d effec -
tive contro l o f muc h o f th e remainde r lie s elsewhere . Fo r 
example, the Treaty governing Antarctica,30 in some respects an 
admirably enlightened an d conservationis t arrangement , whic h 
has kep t th e world' s las t true wildernes s free  o f both weapon s 
and developers , i s currently face d wit h th e issu e o f whether o r 
not t o allo w minera l an d oi l exploration . Th e decisio n wil l b e 
made onl y b y th e 1 8 Treat y countries ; th e decision-makin g 
process will, for example, have no African representation excep t 
for South Africa. Regulation of all the world's global commons— 
which ar e truly part o f the commo n heritag e o f mankind—fac e 
similar problems o f inequit y an d unrepresentativ e control . 

An endurin g messag e o f th e Brundtlan d Repor t wa s tha t 
questions o f the globa l environmen t canno t b e separate d fro m 
the political , economi c an d mora l issue s pose d b y a  worl d i n 
which ther e i s great wealt h an d als o grea t poverty ; wit h state s 
trying to co-exist that range from the super-powers to vulnerable 
microstates; and with still only tenuous legal and institutional ar-
rangements preserving international order. Underlining its message 
of a  commo n futur e wa s th e unspoke n premis e tha t w e mus t 
think o f ou r plane t no t onl y a s a  world o f many state s but als o 
as the state of our one world ; tha t we mus t be read y to nurtur e 
tomorrow's concepts of global governance, not have them stifled 
at birth by yesterday's notion s o f nationa l sovereignty ; tha t ou r 
common futur e ma y no t b e secure d sav e b y th e reac h o f 
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enforceable law across environmentally invisible frontiers. I  trust 
that durin g thi s serie s yo u will , i n dealin g wit h th e technica l 
issues, not lose sight of this wider, an d necessary , dimensio n o f 
saving ou r endangere d earth . 
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