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Integrating Environmental/Geographic/Economic Dimensions of Well-being

The benefits that people perceive and the costs they incur from this use [of environmental resources] determines the rate at which they use these resources.  In other words, the relative costs and benefits give rise to the incentives people have for protecting, enhancing, or destroying the various forms of natural capital (Dasgupta et al, pg339).

Recent history has shown an increase in human-nature interactions that focus more on reshaping nature to fit the needs of society than to shaping society to fit the needs of nature.  The need for acknowledgement of our dependency on natural systems and resources is becoming increasingly apparent in today’s world of increasing social exclusion and continued growth in financially driven environmental imperialism, all of which are directly linked to resource depletion and degradation. Dasgupta et al. focuses on the importance for an interdisciplinary, multi-faceted approach, just as Cash et al. emphasizes the importance of scale, in regards to environment-related policy issues. However, neither explores the “weighting” or amount of emphasis that should be paid to the various components within these systems. Furthermore, Cash et al. brings up an interesting point of the incompatibility of scale between greatly differing, yet interdependent, human and natural systems.  It is the disjunction between systems and the improper transfer of methodology and knowledge of said systems that continues to create increasingly unsustainable levels of consumption and environmental degradation throughout the world. 

Attention must also be paid to the structure and type of incentives used to encourage the inclusion of environmental issues in economic and social systems. Cash et al. argues for the inclusion of scale-based solutions to environmental problems.  Additionally, there are issues of scale directly incorporated in incentives discussed in Dasgupta et al.   It is important to understand why incentives are necessary in the first place, where they will come from (global institutions, national, local, person to person) and whether too much focus is on the incentives and not on enforcement and/or consequences related to environmentally detrimental actions.  Furthermore, what are the cost and benefits for use of natural resources and at what levels should these costs be incurred (international, government, corporate, personal)? This ties into questions of legitimacy as discussed in Grove; within the varying levels of scale and cross-discipline interaction and contributions, which variables have the most applicable legitimacy for the individual case at hand? In other words, one could argue that much emphasis should be focused on the “philosophical” nature of human-man interactions to best effect environmental conservation.  This might lead to policy that focuses on education issues, which affect peoples’ perception of their environment and how they relate to it.   Others may argue for more focus to be on the “monetary” perspective, which would focus more on the actual allocation of monetary value to natural resources and the incorporation of these resources into market systems.  Still others would argue that the most affective approach is a purely “ecological” approach, where one focuses on the workings of natural systems and the changes that need to occur to have these systems at healthy, sustainable systems.

Substitutions and transfer of goods and services are intrinsic to the workings of today’s markets. As Dasgupta et al. argues:

The relative economic values of different natural resources also depend on the extent to which such resources can substitute for one another in economic activity and, more crucially, in preserving life itself (pg.340).   

However, with the creation of “environmental services markets” as well as the incorporation of social and natural capital costs into existing markets, oftentimes practices of substitution directly conflict with the characteristics of affected resources.  For example, financially, a government might want to substitute the production of wheat for rice production, which might make financial sense in that (theoretically) there is a rise in demand for rice and, subsequently, higher prices. However, the increase in water resources needed for rice production compared to that of wheat is significant.  The government cannot then ignore water resource issues in exchange for increased attention being paid to fuel emissions.  However, there are some examples, where the concept of environmental service substitution may be applicable:  e.g. the use of ethanol in place of petroleum for automobile transport. 

Dasgupta et al.’s dissection of current estimates of socioeconomic indicators brings up some interesting issues.  Firstly, with the adjustment of these indicators to include depletion in natural capital, how will the currently set teams of “developing” and “developed” countries shift?  And what will this shift mean in terms of policy and who has more so-called “purchasing power” and decision-making authority in the global economy?   Secondly, when incorporating natural capital into a countries wealth, it is imperative to not only look at the current resource availability, but also to compare and contrast this with the rate of depletion associated with productivity and the plans in growth within this productivity rate.  As is discussed in Grove, under colonial rule, many colonies were very wealthy in natural resource bases, however, it was the rapidity of extraction enforced by colonial powers (who were often focusing on production rates rather than sustainability) which led not only to civil unrest and uprisings, but the long-term destruction of what had potential to be economic and socially sustainable markets based upon richness in natural resources.  Finally, I would argue that the reevaluation of “wealth” to include these aspects would not only shift the emphasis on the large reserves of potential within what are currently deemed “developing” nations to create sustainable systems of production and consumption, but would also change the negative and positive associations attributed to “developing” and “developed”.  This would have the potential to create more equitable social, economic and environmental relations between nations and would also encourage a shift in the trend from continued focus on capitalistic commodity production to sustainable man-land interaction that are suitable on all scales to existing societal structures.   Furthermore, this type of reevaluation of international compartmentalization could greatly contribute to the deconstruction of developing vs. developed ideas (strikingly similar to colony vs. colonizer in respect to who is the enforcer and who is the acted upon).
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