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Forging a Global Partnership

The role of the corporate sector

Sir Shridath Ramphal, President, IUCN

If one had to say in three words what most endangers the environment they
could be: “wealth and poverty” or, perhaps, more pointedly, “industrialisation
and under-development”. Both are shorthand, of course. One could try alonger
explanation: “excessive consumption of resources by one quarter of the
world’s people who are rich, and intolerable destitution among the other three
quarters who are poor”. That too is shorthand; each element will need to be
elaborated; a major dimension of resources is energy, a major dimension of
destitution is population. In the elaboration there will be many specifics: acid
rain, greenhouse gases, the ozone layer, global warming, climate change,
sea-level rise, species extinction, encroaching deserts, disappearing forests,
the fuelwood crisis, nuclear risks, hazardous waste, soil erosion, urban squalor,
water depletion—to mention only some of the more prominent.

The question of consumption is central to the environmental crisis. It is
human impact on the biosphere that is producing environmental stress and
endangering planet earth’s capacity to sustain its life forms. That human
impact is essentially the energy and raw materials that people worldwide use
or waste—and that impact is vastly unequal.

A quarter of the world’s population, most living in the industrial
countries, account for 75 per cent of human consumption of commercial
energy. The other three quarters, living for the most part in the developing
world, account for only 25 per cent of commercial energy consumption. On
average, each person in a developed country consumes 10 times the
commercial energy used by his neighbourin a developing country.1 Thathigh
energy consumption in turn causes vastly more poilution than the low energy

1 WCED, 1987. Our Common Future. QUP, Oxford, UK.
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consumption of the poor. Carbon dioxide is a key factor in environmental
stress. Each North American person produces ten times as much carbon
dioxide as someone living in South Asia or East Asia (excluding Japan).

These pressures of the industrial countries on national and global
environmental resources derive not from the numbers of their citizens, but
from the scale of their consumption. Their population is virtually stable. Their
impact on the biosphere, their pressure on the environment, the degree to
which they endanger our planet, can only be lowered by reducing their
consumption of energy and other resources. It is clear that with determined
effort much can be done, both by those countries that have had initial success
(like Japan) and by others among the big consumers who have actually
increased their consumption per person. Ironically, the real reductions in per
capita consumption of commercial energy since 1970 have been in the poor
countries (particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa
and Latin America) as economic growth fell
behind population growth.

We have built prosperity on a culture of
unwise use of natural resources. Our -
civilisation will survive or perish dependent
on our capacity to make a major adjustment
in our relationship with the environment—
from one that is rooted in spoliation to one
rooted in sustainability. Can the few who
have prospered in this way, and whose
culture of consumption continues to present
the greatest threat to survival of the human
species, rise to the challenge while we still
have a chance to save ourselves?

. . Wind generator, renewable
Developed and developing countries energy source in Koldby,

come to the environmental crisis—which is Waddensea, Denmark

a common crisis—out of such vastly

different economic experience and with such vastly different capacities that
the crisis itself is in danger of being perceived differently with potentially
serious consequences for North/South relations. The industrialised countries
of the West enjoyed a period of remarkable, and largely unexpected, economic
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prosperity in the 1980s. This prosperity created many undesirable
environmental side effects but it also gave them the resources to tackle
environmental problems. The more environmentally aware countries have
already achieved measurable results in cleaner air and rivers and reduced
pollution. This contrasts sharply with the position of large numbers of
developing countries, where poverty increased in the 1980s and where, for
hundreds of millions of people, life has long been a struggle for bare survival.
Where the priority for individuals is managing to survive, and where for
governments it is not much different—with high debt service, low commodity
prices and protectionist barriers stunting growth—"sustainable development"
with due care for environmental security is inevitably seen as a distant goal.
Poverty and environment are inextricably linked in a chain of cause and effect.
Environmental problems cannot be tackled in isolation from those national
and global economic factors that perpetuate large scale poverty.

What makes all this so acutely critical is that every sign points to the
incidence of poverty growing in the Third World. For example, excluding
China, the number of people in the world on inadequate diets rose from an
estimated 650 million to 730 million in the 1970s and is reckoned to have risen
much further in the 1980s when economic development was cruelly set back
in many countries. Among children under 5, 160 million are reported to suffer
protein energy malnutrition—and this includes two-thirds of all children in
South Asia.” In21 outof 35 low income developing countries, the daily calorie
supply per capita was lower in 1985 than in 1965. In almost a half of
115 developing countries, per capita staple food consumption fell in the 1980s.
In most parts of the developing world there have been sharply reduced growth
rates, falls in real per capita income, rising unemployment and cut-backs in
educational and health provision as a result of austerity measures following
an economic crisis.

There is a genuine fear in developing countries that their people’s
interests are being given scant attention in some of the demands being made
by affluent countries. Suggestions that poor countries should forsake
opportunities for economic growth, so that problems largely caused by
wasteful and reckless consumption in rich countries could be tackled appear
to amount to attempts to preserve the present global distribution of wealth and

2 Figures from UN and World Bank sources.
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power. If these North—South differences persist (or grow wider), it will be
extremely difficult to achieve harmonious solutions to global environmental
problems.

The clamour by some NGOs in industrialised countries for a ban on
tropical hardwood is a case in point. Clearly, there is serious over-exploitation
of some tropical forests by commercial loggers, and forestry industries have
to be made subject to economic disciplines leading to sustainable use. But to
concentrate on this issue is to neglect the far more serious problem of forests
retreating as growing numbers of poor people seek land for farming or grazing
and cut trees for firewood: processes that will continue or even accelerate if
the trade in timber ceases. Focusing on logging often involves interfering with
and lecturing developing countries; tackling the real problems involves
alleviating poverty through accelerated development. Western governments
know that such lectures are not the answer; but since, by and large, they have
not been ready to help developing countries remove the main causes of forest
depletion, they go along with the polemics—and, in doing so, make matters
WOrse.

However, developing countries cannot let the default of the rich
encourage them to default as well on some politically forbidding long-term
issues critical to their survival; indeed critical to human survival. The
counterpoint to consumption among the rich could be population growth
among the poor. With the latter, the problem is too little consumption, too few
resources available for food, water, health care, sanitation, housing, jobs,
energy itself and productive land. Rapid population growth compounds the
problems and makes development more difficult. With a fast rising population,
countries are driven to incur more foreign debts to meet the basic needs of
their people. This in turn increases the demands on their resource base for
timber, fisheries, or oil supplies, for example, to generate additional export
earnings to service the debt. Yet poor countries with low levels of consumption
are the ones with high rates of population growth. For them, the relationship
between people and environmental impact is close, but burgeoning
populations are straining their natural resource base even though their
consumption per person is very low.

Nowhere is there a widerdisparity between understandable human choice
and inevitable human disaster than in relation to population. For an individual
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family on the brink of survival, it makes eminent sense to have several children
in the hope that some will survive to support the family. But when many
families do the same, the combined result is to produce far more people than
the available land and the infrastructure of schools, health and other services
can sustain. In Kenya, which suffers acutely from land hunger, urban
unemployment and environmental stress, a woman now produces 8 children
on average; the population is expected to rise from 25 to over 80 million in
the next 35 years—even if the birth rate is halved over that period. In
Bangladesh, where almost every acre of cultivable land is already used—and
millions live precariously on mudbanks facing imminent disaster—the
population isexpected to double from 110 million to 220 million over the same
period, again assuming a halving of the birth rate. Increases in population
pressure of this order contribute to many of the world’s most acute
environmental problems like desertification and deforestation.

These problems do not arise from ignorance. There is, in most poor
countries, a sophisticated awareness of the kind of agricultural practices that
are sustainable. Particularly in India, China and Indonesia and also in many
parts of Africa, there are, in peasant farming communities, traditions of
terracing, crop rotation, manuring and animal husbandry that long pre-date the
arrival of European technology. But poor countries often find themselves
trapped in a downward spiral in which the pressures of poverty and rising
population lead to sound practices being abandoned in favour of what would
increase immediate income. Major responsibilities devolve on the rich
countries both in terms of resource transfers to assist development and of
creating a world economic environment that is more supportive to the efforts
of developing countries to help themselves. That is the essence of the
partnership for survival that human society requires.

Economy and ecology are inseparable. Unless the developed world is
willing to do much more to alleviate the burden of poverty, many developing
countries will not move beyond their current hand-to-mouth existence, let
alone advance to the point where they can give due weight to long-term
“sustainable development”. For Western industrial countries, this is a crucial
time that they could easily waste. If they spurn the cries for help from the
developing world or they treat the issues of environment and development in
a parochial, self-serving manner, they could reap a bitter harvest.
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We have to ensure that the Earth’s political leadership, supported by the
global community, seizes the opportunity to move action for survival up to a
higher plane of performance. That community of people is, on the whole, better
informed than governments; it is global in its reach and interdisciplinary in
its links. It understands intuitively that human fate is inseparable and
that belonging to the planet makes us all kin. Equally important is the
passion for protecting life on Earth that stirs these non-formal
representatives of the world’s people. Too easily disparaged as frenetic,
that passion for life—"rage against the dying of the light" was how
Dylan Thomas once described it-—is a necessary antidote against the
inertia not only of bureaucracies, but also of formal politics which
eschews populism but lives by its instincts. The world will need to heed
these insistent voices within countries and in our country the planet.

The world’s business community, the corporate sector, multinational
corporations and individual national entrepreneurs must be among those
insistent voices. In large measure, while industrial processes have been in the
forefront of pollution and while business in a wider sense is a driving force in
over-consumption, it is also the case in my experience that the business
community—and particularly multinational corporations working in a global
environment, financial, operational and intellectual—are sensitive to our
environmental danger.

Business knows, more than most, how necessary it is to forge that
partnership for survival. The corporate sector must be a major player in
bringing it about through all the influence it commands. Business has an
important duty, therefore, to ensure that environmental actors after the Earth
Summit do not miss the chance to follow through in setting that partnership
in place. In an ironic reversal of roles, it is on business that we may have to
rely to take the longer view, while governments retreat from vision to a
preoccupation with votes in the short term.

Survival concerns us all. We are all involved; we must all contribute.
Merging business and the environment is a global mandate.
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Editor’s note

Sir Shridath Ramphal is also the author of Our Country, The Planet: Forging
a Partnership for Survival, written at the invitation of the Secretary-General to
UNCED for the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, June, 1992.
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