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Socio-economic Development: Trends and drivers

Nearly 70% of the world's population lives in countries where the average level of GNP per capita is less than $4,000 a year. Less than 15% of the world's population live in countries where the average level of GNP per capita is greater than $16,000 per year (Delong:4).

Few argue the extremes of human population growth in the past centuries, but it is the impact of this growth and its’ subsequent effects on social, environmental and economic systems is highly debated.   As Delong states, the overall average material wealth of the globe has increased, however, as is argued in Williamson, the disparity in wealth between nations continues to grow; with the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer.  

What are the “key” components of an economy and how do these components interact and intersect with human and natural resources? As Dasgupta argues, total wealth includes manufactured, natural, and human capital.  However, even if all of these assets are included, how are they weighted in relative importance to “total aggregate wealth”?  And how do we incorporate the concept of social cost into the equation?  Furthermore, can you have wealth without a certain percentage of each of these? i.e. how low can natural capital go before human and manufactured are not able to counterbalance the effects? 

Arrow et al.’s analysis of what I will deem “comparative consumption” is compelling.  The concept implies that as some members of communities’ consumption change, others’ concept of “well-being” is altered accordingly.  In other words, if your neighbor builds a new addition on their house and buys a Hummer and a new wardrobe, you are more likely to think that your current well being, or quality of life, does not seem quite as acceptable as before.  The sense of lacking will, therefore, drive your consumption higher in an effort to live up to the standards set by your neighbors.  The question is: How influential is this comparative consumption in relation to resource extraction?  And, how can this behavioral phenomenon be used to drive down natural resource consumption, instead of driving it up?  

When discussing human population growth and kinship structure for a community, Dasgupta discusses the concept of communal responsibility that is prevalent in many cultures, emphasizing the protection of “local commons from overexploitation by relying on social norms, by imposing fines for deviant behavior, and by other means (Dasgupta: 15)”. Although this form of conformism is a key indicator in social change, particularly in regards to population growth, the question that follows is how can both concepts of “social communal responsibility” and “conformism” be harnessed to influence a communities’ relationship with local natural resources?  

Another important aspect of population and consumption growth is to actually look at where increased consumption has been focused and the quality of the goods being produced. (i.e. Products today are often made to be replaced to continue the consumption-driven cycle.)  Furthermore,  much technology has led to an increase in “efficiency”, but, again, has this really improved overall quality of life?  Delong argues that increased wealth leads to taking things for granted, which is an interesting concept to push : As technology comes, we shift our priorities and lose track of the actual changes in lifestyle that have occurred over time. Another extension of this would be to question the association of both efficiency and consumption with the very subjective term of “quality of life”.  Do money and increased consumption have a direct influence on one’s enjoyment of life or does it create an increased dependency on variables that are very much out of the individual’s control? (i.e. dependency on the company that provides the goods deemed “necessary” vs. former situations of self-sustenance) 

Although Arrow et al. Argues that the optimum level of consumption is nearly impossible, it does attempt to reach a “consumption path” within an economy.  Although I would argue that the processes used by this analysis to derive sustainable consumption patterns are well thought out, there is a distinctive issue with creating an empirical value for “acceptable consumption patterns”.  It seems that this type of data could easily be misconstrued as a true baseline for activity, where behavior must mimic levels in order to be sustainable.  Empirically, this makes sense, however, within the tremendous flux of ecological systems, how can this empirical formula apply to sustainability of the system as a whole?  And how can we allow for the gap in human capacity for modeling the ecosystems and interrelationships and the simplicity of said models created?  

There are so many assumptions within the models and formulas concerning human behavior and ecosystem function that it seems that the sheer volume of assumptions being made (no matter how accurate each individual assumption may be relative to the whole system) invalidates the process as a real tool for analysis. Do human patterns of decision-making really follow a reliable model? Isn’t this assuming a certain level and predetermined set of rationales?  Accordingly, what are all of the variables that contribute to human levels of consumption?  Can this really be simplified enough to create a viable, applicable model to be used for “sustainable consumption patterns”?   What is the rate of return on human quality of life and happiness?  Is it ecologically sustainable to determine consumption merely on human quality of life, without taking into account other species?  How does focusing on human-driven needs vs. ecosystem-needs or biodiversity-driven needs change the overall model for sustainable consumption models?  

Within a country’s economic structure, it is very rare to see the inclusion of either natural resources or social cost for goods in the overall plan for consumption and market-driven actions.   A multifaceted reason for this exclusion is that these services are not inherently accompanied with a price tag.  The question remains,  however,  as to how is it possible to allocate monetary value to these resources and (often viewed as) subjective variables?  And  who will do this?  What factors will be considered? Furthermore, as Dasgupta and Arrow et al both argue, natural resources are often transitory in nature and transgress property boundaries, governments, and other cultural barriers, making the establishment of property rights very difficult. The main problem associated with the allocation of monetary value to these said resources is that “value” is a greatly subjective concept and, additionally, doing so allows for an objectification of said resources. 

According to Dasgupta, it is possible to reflect the worth of natural resources through shadow prices, which both measure the “social worth” or goods and services.  However, this argument does not really answer the question of how to allocate a price tag to these resources.  How is one to determine the “social worth” of natural resources?  She argues that through field research it is possible to “determine the connectedness of natural capital from a study of the ecological processes at work (9).” And how does one simplify and segment natural resources and ecological processes (i.e. in determining the value of the forests, one cannot ignore the value of clean air, lower soil erosion, increased water quality, biodiversity, etc):
Measuring changes in quantities of capital stocks is very difficult.  This is especially hard in the case of stocks of natural resources such as minerals, fossil fuels, fish or insects.  In evaluating the social losses from reductions in natural resources – and thus the alternative investments necessary to offset such losses – in principle one needs to consider all of the contributions of natural resources to present and future utility.  Such contributions may be direct, as, say, objects of natural beauty; or they may be indirect, as in the contributions of ecosystem services such as water purification, flood control, climate stabilization, pollination of crops, control of agricultural pests, and the generation and maintenance of soil fertility (Daily, 1997); or they may be both (a wetland) (Arrow et al: 25).

Arrow et al. argues well that there are limits to human resourcefulness and to the potential substitutions for limiting resources.  In economics, it is possible to transfer one type of capital for another, however, in ecosystems each attribute is interlinked in a very specific, if not fluid, relationship.  Therefore, the change in one segment of the system automatically leads to changes in other segments of the system and components are not necessarily easily substituted, if at all (i.e. if water quality is decreased greatly in an area, one cannot simply substitute greater attention to air quality to help the fish, no matter how linked these two components are.  However, attention to air quality may help encourage an increase in water quality.)  

There is an obvious relationship between population and consumption.  However, I would argue that it is the concepts of continual growth associated with what is deemed a “successful and growing economy” have great potential for being increasingly detrimental to the amount of resource degradation throughout the globe today.  However, the combination of a shift in economic theory to include both social and environmental cost with an increased understanding of the role of environmental systems in societies could prove very beneficial to many.  Within these systems, there is a wealth of information and interrelated cycles that have the potential to encourage “growth”, increase sustainability and improve quality of life.
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