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Do We Need Nature ?

By: Carlos Goedder
Synopsis: 

Nature is Power and we do need theories and techniques to manage it. This essay considers the main difficulties mankind has had to deal with Nature: economic growth;  energy; health and power. These problems have always  been with us, but the impressive developments of biotechnology have brought them back as something “brand new”. The changes brought by the usage of fire in our remote past, the beginnings of agriculture, the usage of steam,  the birth of medicine as a science and the economic advances brought by chemical engineering, all of them, generated surprise, fear and many myths in the past, mainly because they changed our relationship with Nature and between us. All these processes were surrounded with opinions coming from science, philosophy and religion, while winners and losers took their places. Some fortunate theories gave us relief and allowed the innovations to consolidate without remorse.  Now, we seem to be challenged by new inventions that seem to overcome the theories and beliefs that calmed us down some centuries ago. 

Therefore, what  we defend is the idea that the relationship with some themes of Nature is historically difficult and demanding and now we are about to live a new turnover, marked by biotechnology and the substitution of oil.  Economics could provide the immediate answers to deal with these changes, while we wait for philosophers and preachers to upgrade. The lessons of environmental economics, especially when applied to  Least Developed Countries (LDC), are promising. 

The Flexible Boundaries of Nature

Imagine one of our ancestors, a pre-historical man. This remote grandfather is the first young man who discovers the way to generate fire, in a dark cavern in Africa. Suddenly, a debate begins in the cave and the elder man, the authority in “wisdom stuffs”, dictates that this discovery is dangerous, that it could destroy the woods surrounding the cave, that using it to cook the meat could generate damages, that it could burn little children of the community and that it could challenge the authority of the Sun. Well, perhaps we would not have been here to tell the story. 

The purpose of this “fable” is to portrait that all the discoveries we made challenged Nature for thousands of centuries. But some discoveries were particularly challenging: fire, agriculture, medicine, the use of steam to generate movement, chemical engineering, the AND double helix… And all of them  generated debate, anxiety, hope and business. And of course, winners and losers. 

Nowadays, the most advanced societies talk about the risks of biotechnology and the use of fossil fuel energy. Greenhouse effect, Eugenics, Extinction and many other words seem to be a problem. But outside the G-7 world, another kind of environmental problems are happening: Famine, AIDs, Pollution, Contagious Illness.  All around the world, we are dealing with Nature, but that Nature is not the same for  all of us.

Human history has been, somehow, a great battle against an evil (big) side of Nature. Some earthquakes and hurricanes remember us, from time to time, that one of the most fragile parts of Nature is ourselves. 

Many inventions we have done and that could have been stopped in the past, have improved our quality of life and have abolished the slavery on which Nature had put us . We have taken the risks and some of them were misunderstood when the invention arrived. But, if we think about it carefully, thanks to them our probability of surviving, as species, have increased, winning on natural catastrophes, epidemics, adverse conditions of weather, lack of supplies and scarcity of energy… That balance could sound “too good” for sceptics, but we should remember that innovation is not itself the trouble but how it is spread and who owns it. 

Nature is Power and the innovations to deal with it generate social asymmetries. 

Challenges of Nature

The most difficult parts we have had dealing with Nature, are these:

· Growth and Prosperity: a vision, especially considered by the Nobel economist Kuznets, postulates a trade-off between development and “environmentalism”. Societies turn more conscious of the quality of environment as development reaches higher stages.  This debate is still opened on Least Developed Countries (LDCs), whose attitude toward Nature usually lacks criteria during the early steps of their industrialisation, with bad budgets for regulatory agencies adding to this problem.

·  Energy: an universal and big problem. Humankind is about to reach the usage of half the available oil reserves between 2010 and 2030. Jeremy Rifkin
 has rescued the “Hubbert Curve”, developed by Mr. King Hubbert, geophysical of Shell, in 1956. This easy modelling helps to establish the availability of oil. And experts agree that during this century we will go through the “falling side” of the curve. The new sources of energy could be Hydrogen, pointed out by Mr. Rifkin as a new and more democratic source of energy or Ethanol, obtained from glucose thanks to biotechnology
. Whatever the new trend, some societies will deal better with the news.

· Health: Nature can cause several damages on our health. Also,  our health can naturally be put in danger. Medicine gave us the chance to deal scientifically with illness and win on that “bad side” of Nature. Now, biotechnology, on its “red side” referred to medical applications, is generating new inventions and Genetic Modified organism arrived. The point is that Biology has gave birth to a  new landmark  in our history, perhaps initiated with the discoveries of Watson and Crick (whose fatherhood has been questioned). On this news stage, Nature keeps on losing its condition of mystery and the veil is falling each time faster. 

· Power: the technologies and capabilities developed to deal with Nature bring asymmetries. Civilisations that found better mechanisms to manage economic growth, prosperity, energy, health and Nature, usually stood for more time. Even inside a society, many differences on the quality of life appear as a result of different abilities to deal with Nature. Think of the case of industries in rich cities that pollute the water and generate damages on poor farmers. The answer of economics to these “power bargain” behind Nature is property rights. A society must establish, via public policy, the ownership, responsibility and punishments associated with “Nature management”. But what if the Government is weak or the law is not properly enforced ?
 Positive News from LDCs

Least Developed Countries deal with an urgent problem related to Nature: pollution as a by-product of industrialisation. Economist has called this by-products “externalities”: undesired or unintentional effects of an activity. 

The key word is INFORMATION. LDCs, that usually lacks good budgets for environmental policy, have developed mechanisms of information dissemination, building awareness inside key social players: communities living close to industrial centres, banks, investors and financial markets. The firms that are not  compliant with the regulations on pollution are publicly known, after the government deadline for upgrading is reached.  Therefore, governmental  deficiencies, such as corruption and weak monitoring are compensated with market mechanisms, that are democratic and enforceable. An example of this approach if the Indonesian program  called “Proper”
.

Other important change of public policy, inspired on the work of Baumol, Oates and Coase, has given good results on LDCs. Instead of establishing fixed amounts of pollution or limits, governments have chosen to charge pollution directly via the cost function of enterprises. The interesting result is that managers of this enterprises must choose an “optimal level of pollution”, the same way they must decide the optimal amount of production or the right product mix. The results have been successful and many LDCs have seen reductions on pollution that have improved the quality of life of their inhabitants
. Once Nature is incorporated inside our minds and production processes, an important change seems to come in our behaviour. 

The most polemic issue that could come to the minds of many citizens, especially environmentalists, is that of the “optimal level of pollution”. What we must admit is that any human activity generates damages on the quality of air and water, and, in a wider spectrum, on the quality of life of others. Our activities involve a trade-off: we modify Nature to survive and prosper, but, at the same time, we could be putting on risk the sustainability of that process as Nature becomes damaged. If society develops mechanisms to give us awareness of that, especially in our economic decisions, changes not only on attitude but also on performance will appear. That is why we can consider that there is  a market for Nature, where individuals interact and generate the Nature outcome associated to social equilibrium. LDCs are giving us lessons on that direction. 

Immediate Tasks

This market approach, successful for LDCs, can be applied with even better results on advanced economies and markets, especially to deal with emerging challenges. The most immediate ones  are biotechnology and the substitution of oil as energy supply. 

Our vision of these themes is usually clouded by dark prophecies. Hulk, Terminator, Matrix, all these blockbuster films show a disappointing world. It seems that biotechnology is the new dismal science, generating more inequality and, surprisingly, less freedom.

These risks do exist. However, they will grow if we do not deal scientifically with them. We can get lost on intricate theories and puzzling discussions, but the profit of those methods could be really scarce. What we need, immediately, are solutions to build an institutional framework that helps us to deal with the forthcoming change on Nature.

 Building a deep market for biotechnology is one of the most urgent tasks. Until now, the enterprises that have been developing biotech projects  are of considerable size and have demanded high levels of investments, whose returns are far from being certain. Some investors could be really dubious and anxious about publicity, generating news such as that of the first human cloning. But the majority of suppliers are working silently into other  projects, that involve applications on medicine, agriculture, industry and “pure scientific fun”. The trouble is that we do not have an informed demand inside this market, with the exception of some professionals, patients and farmers. The information required to build a skilled demand seems absent. What gets to the press and media are some findings, intentionally shown as spectacles and, accompanying them, the opinion of preachers, “coffee” philosophers and influent journalists. 

On the other hand, there is an ancient  and deep market for energy. But on this case, the geopolitical dimension of the market, the presence of cartels and the enormous amounts of money involved, generate, again, distorted information. Only when energy crises are happening, a serious thinking is encouraged  on the citizens.

These market imperfections demand active involvement of communities, scientific associations, investors and credit markets. The governments must act to establish a legal framework, listening to technicians and thinkers, not just bureaucrats.  In fact, we have a helpful science for  the immediate tasks, and it is Economics.

Philosophy and Religion are necessary to build this information network. But their speed to answer is really slow these days and we do not have the gallery of thinkers such as  Descartes, Pascal, Spinoza or Bacon, who could comfortably deal with science and moral. It is disappointing that contemporary thinkers such as Habermas or Fukuyama recommend a “self-defence ignorance” as the best mechanism to deal with the new  possibilities of biology
. Until we have  a serious moral reflection on biotechnology and the new sources of energy, we will have to use Economics as the best tool to build an institutional basis for the future, pursuing efficiency and equality.

Will power is one of the most powerful forces inside Nature. It is time to use that force instead of fear and anger. That helped us to get out of caverns and nowadays it can help us to reach new boundaries, as we expand our concept and ethics of Nature.  
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� See The Hydrogen Economy from this author (Penguin Putnam Inc, 2002). 


� See the Survey of Biotechnology by The Economist “Climbing the Helical Staircase” (March 29th, 2003). 


� See the World Bank Report: Greening Industry: New Roles for Communities, Markets and Governments. Oxford University Press, 2000. 


� Idem. 


� See the work of the philosopher S. Zizek, especially on the article “A falha da Bio-Ética” (The mistake on Bioethics) (Brazilian translation on the newspaper Folha de São Paulo, june 2003). 





