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CHAPTER [

The following parable captures some aspects of the present develop-
ment and ecological erisis which I will address in this text. It highlights the
inability of many people, especially those in leadership roles in institutions,
to deal with the widening gap between rich and poor and with the rampant
destruction of the environment in an effective and systematic way.'

A Contemporary Parable

A group of people were invited to attend a banquet in a beautiful
medieval castle situated in a magnificent courtyard. It was a splendid feast
with profusion of sumptuous dishes, delicious range of wines and other
drinks, superb service and an excelient orchestra to entertain the guests as
they ate. The food was so sumptuous and the drink so delicious that the
guests simply could not get enough. They continued to gorge themselves
long past the point of satiation. As the night wore on, instead of ending
the meal, relaxing and going home, the revelers became more and more
intent on securing additional helpings of the mouth-watering food.

Their demands became so voracious that all the food was consumed.
The master of the house, in order to avoid embarrassment, sent out his ser-
vants, backed by his militia, to collect more food from the poor inhabitants
in the surrounding countryside. Fuel to cook the food also ran out; the
cooks ordered some servants to begin chipping away at the timber pillars
that supported the roof in order to get firewood to continue cooking.
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After a while some pillars began to sag a little and cracks appeared in
the ceiling. But the servants and the banqueters were so absorbed in the
meal that they were completely unaware of the long-term implications of
what they were doing. They had no time to consider that, unless they stop-
ped hacking at the supporting pillars, the ceiling would eventually come
crashing down on their heads. Needless to say, they did not give a thought
fo the hundreds of servants living in the castle compound who would also
perish if the castle collapsed.

The din, buzz and activity in the kitchen and dining hall were electrify-
ing. People were milling around the cooking stoves, shouting orders for
more food and eating with relish. Yet not everyone was caught up in the
frenzy. A small number of people stood by the doors, with neither plates nor
glasses in their hands. Some of the protestors who were members of hu-
man rights and justice groups denounced the diners. They pointed out that
the heavy cost of the meal was being borne by the poor in the surrounding
countryside, Others protestors, sensitive to the ecological implications, were
conscious that the beams were already sagging and that a tragedy was im-
minent. They implored the diners to end the meal and thus avert the disas-
ter. A few of those eating would occasionally stop to listen to their heart-
felt pleas; they might even cast a fleeting glance towards the ceiling, but as
soon as a waiter with food came close, they would lose interest and join in
the scramble for more. The majority of those who were celebrating, how-
ever, did not take any notice, at all. They were simply so engrossed in the
meal that nothing else really mattered. ;

The Obsession with Economic Growth is Improverishing the Majority of
the Peoples of the World and Endangering the Planet

This discussion guide is an attempt to elucidate some of the issues in-
volved in this parable, and to look at how they are being addressed by the
Churches, especially the leadership of the Catholic Church. While my pre-
sentation will draw on many experts in the field of development and en-
vironment , I am writing from the perspective of a missionary. Between
1969 and 1989 I lived in the Philippines. During that time, I witnessed two
trends, both at the national and international level. The first was the im-
pact the modern technological, industrial, consumer, throw-away society
was having on the earth, with the destruction of rainforests, soils and
marine ecoystems. The second was the increasing gap between rich and
poor nations, as well as between rich and poor in individual countries.

Since 1989 I have been coordinator for Justice, Peace and the Integri-
ty of Creation for the Columban Missionary Society. During my visits to
countries in Asia and Latin American I have seen similar trends, or heard
about them from my fellow missionaries. The paper will attempt to show



that the demands which are made by our modern affluent way of living are
impoverishing the poor. The constant teaching of the Hebrew and Christ-
ian Scriptures and of all the Christian Churches is that the goods of this
world are meant to sustain all human life on earth.

I will then move on to argue that this same system is also killing the
earth itself. I will not, of course, be able to cover all the elements involved
in this vast canvas in a comprehensive way. Numerous books have been
written and television documentaries have been made in recent years,
showing the rampant damage to the planet as a whole and to particular re-
gions on Earth. Some of this material is in my own books, To Care for the
Earth and The Greening of the Church. In this paper I will focus on the
fact that modern economic patterns of production, distribution, consump-
tion, trade and development are taxing, and even breaching, the regenera-
tive capacity of the biosphere. This is a very serious indictment, as it en-
tails diminishing life on earth for all future generations of humans and of
other creatures. Needless to say, such devastation of the earth is also con-
demned by the Gospel of Jesus. The thrust of the Gospel of Jesus can be
summed up, without distortion, in the text of John 10:10, “I have come
that they may have life and have it to the full.”* Anything that diminishes
life sins against this.

My purpose in writing this paper is not merely to describe the pain of
the poor annd the pain of the earth. It is rather to arouse and focus con-
cern among Christians, so that we can respond to this challenge of the con-
temporary world in a creative and comprehensive way. I am convinced
that moral and religious values can provide individuals and communities
with the psychic energy to challenge our present earth-consuming way of
life. A truly appropritate religious vision can provide the springboard for
that imaginative leap which will be necessary to enable people to design a
new, more sustainable culture. In this way of living, the emphasis will need
to be more on sharing rather than consumption, long-term needs rather
than immediate gratification, and community values and eco-system needs
rather than individual profit or aggrandizement. In other words, it will en-
courage people to share the earth more equitably and to live in a lighter,
less destructive way on the earth.

The latter part of the paper will explore how the cry of the poor and
the cry of the earth challenge dominant institutions in our society, especially
the Catholic Church. Few institutions have coped creatively or adequately
with the impact of our worldwide industrial society on the Two-Thirds
World of the earth. Yet if abundant life for all is to be attained, then every
institution, including religious institutions, must begin to bring ideas about
justice, peace and the integrity of creation into the very core of its message
as a matter of urgency.



First, Second and Third World

A word about the terminology which is commonly used in development
debate may not be out of place. Until recently, for those involved in de-
velopment work, the world was divided into three groupings — First,
Second and Third World. The First World referred to the industrialized
countries of Europe, the United States and Canada, Japan, Australia,
New Zealand. A few countries like Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and Hong
Kong have joined this club within the past decade. Even though Australia
and New Zealand are located in the southern hemisphere, and some of the
newly industrialized countries are in the tropics, because the majority of
industrialized countries are in the Northern hemisphere, this block is often
referred to today as the North. To add to the confusion, the elite in the
South are often referred to as a North in the South, while the new poor in
the North are called the South in the North!

The Second World consisted of the Socialist countries of Eastern Europe,
the USSR, China, North-Korea and Cuba. With the demise of Marxism,
the Second World can now be considered to be on the list of endangered
species! Only North Korea, Cuba and, to a lesser extent, the People’s Re-
public of China survive as Marxist, centrally-planned economies.

The Third World, often also referred to as “underdeveloped,” included
the countries of Africa, Latin America and much of Asia. This block, in
more recent times, has been referred to as the South. The term, Third
World, was coined in the 1950s in France. It was meant to denote the eco-
nomic, social and political dependency which still bound the newly-
independent countries to their former colonial masters or to other West-
ern economies. The value of the term is that it stresses the systemic and
causal relationship between the rich and poor countries. It alerts people to
the fact that economic decisions taken in Washington, Tokyo or London
have a direct impact on the lives of people thousands of miles away. While
Third World is less offensive and more accurate than the term “underdevel-
oped,” it still has major disadvantages. In a hierarchical world it is, after
all, third, and last. This is why many people are now prefer the term Two-
Thirds World. This term, at least, has the advantage of being more accu-
rate demographically, since two-thirds of the population of the world live
there. I will use the term Third World sparingly in this paper. However,
there are some situations in which it is almost impossible to avoid using if,
for example, when referring to Third World debt.

Impoverishing the Poor

Everyone will admit that the modern, industrial, throw-away society has
benefited a number of individuals and groups. It has brought huge profits



and a growing control of world production and markets to multinational
corporations and financial institutions. It has brought innumerable com-
forts and incredible possibilities for consumer choices to the rich and mid-
dle class in Northern countries and to the elite in the Two-Thirds world.
All these groups add up to about one billion people which is less than one
in five of all the people living today. The downside of this international
economy, four-fifths of the world’s population, has not been served by it
and a significant percentage, especially those living in the South, have been
impoverished by its operations.

One simple way of judging the success of any economic system is to
look at how it provides for the basic needs of people. Every person, for ex-
ample, needs an adequate intake of nutritious food, adequate clothing, a
decent place to live and access to basic education and health care. The
present economic system fails to deliver most of the above to even a frac-
tion of the world’s population. And the situation is deteriorating. In the
early 1980s, the World Bank and the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation(FAQO) estimated that between 700 million and 1 billion people lived
in absolute poverty. Robert McNamara, a former president of the World
Bank, described absolute poverty as a condition of life so limited by mal-
nutrition, illiteracy, disease, squalid surroundings, high infant mortality,
and low life expectancy as to be beneath any reasonable definition of hu-
man dignity. -

McNamara was concerned about the world situation in the late 1970s.
In 1994 most indicators suggest that poverty has increased dramatically in
Sub-Saharan Africa, and to a lesser extent in most of Latin America, and
in significant areas of South Asia and South East Asia. The number living
in absolute poverty in 1992 stood at 1.2 billion. This included 560 n‘ulhon
rural women and millions of children, where a woman is the sole parent.>
What is more alarming is that, while the percentage of the world’s popula-
tion which is in this category dropped steadily between the 1950s and the
1970s, it began to climb again during the 1980s. In the 1980, for example,
the percentage of the world’s population living in extreme poverty in-
creased from 22.3% to 23.4%. This increase has taken place, despite all
the talk about three decades of development, all the bilateral aid and the
activities of the multilateral lending agencies which declare they are com-
mitted to reducing world poverty. -

Rich Get Richer

Modern development theory and practice assume that economic im-
provement will take place, if the volume of economic activity is increased.
There was even an acceptance of the fact that during the initial stages of
“development” there will probably be a concentration of wealth in the



hands of the rich. However, it is claimed that, when the benefits of capital
accumulation and growth have reached a certain threshold, significant econo-
mic benefits will “trickle down” and enhance the lives of the poor.

Unfortunately, this is not the way things operate in the real world,
where politics, economics and ecology meet. What, in fact, happens is that
the gap between the rich and poor, on a national and worldwide stage, in-
creases as income distribution becomes more lopsided. In the period be-
tween 1965 and 1984 the Gross National Product in many countries in-
creased. The per-capita income for wealthy nations — North America,
Europe, Japan — almost tripled. This growth spurt is often held up as an
example of how well the system is working. A closer look at the figures
tells a different story. The annual per capita increase in the North — $270
— far outstripped the — $7 — increase in poorer. countries. Furthermore,
it is most likely that the $7 increase did not go to the most needy. Income
distribution is often very skewed in the Two-Thirds world. On average the
richest 10 per cent, for example, have more than 33 per cent of the income,
while the poorest 40 per cent receive only 15 per cent.

Every now and then, a report, or a statistic, or a particularly graphic
photo captures the obscenity of the immense difference between the stan-
dard of living of the rich and that of the poor. The Guardian (December
10, 1993), achieved this with a simple question: “What’s the difference be-
tween Tanzania and Goldman Sachs?” The answer to the question is that
one is an African country that makes $2.2 billion per annum and shares it
among 25 million people. The other is an investment Bank that made $2.6
billion profit in 1992 and shares that with 161 people.

The Gap is Widening

It is important to emphasize that this yawning gap has not always ex-
isted. According to the Swiss economist Paul Bairoch, the per capita gross
national product for “developed” and “underdeveloped” countries in 1750
was more or less similar. In 1930 it had grown to a ratio of 4 to 1, and by
1990, 8 to 1. The tragedy of recent decades is that, despite the fine rhetor-
ic from politicians and multilateral lending agencies about promoting
poverty reduction the gap is growing. According to Human Development
Report, 1992, published by the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP):

In 1960, the richest 20% of the world’s population had incomes 30 times
greater than the poorest 20%. By 1990, the richest 20% were getting 60
times more. And this comparison is based on the distribution between
rich and poor countries. Adding to the maldistribution within coun-
tries, the richest 20% of the world’s people get at least 150 times more



than the poorest 20%.

During the 1980s the neo-liberal economic policies championed by Brit-
ain’s Margaret Thatcher and the USA’s Ronald Reagan were thrust upon
the Third World by both the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund (IFM). As a result, the share of global wealth enjoyed by the Third
World fell from 22 per cent to 18 per cent.? As of 1990, the top 20 per cent
Northern minority enjoyed 82.7 per cent of the world’s gross national pro-
duct; 81.9 per cent of world trade; 94.6 per cent of all commercial lending;
80.6 per cent of all domestic savings and 94 per cent of all research and
development.”

Third World Debt

Third World debt, which amounted to US$1,700 billion in March 1994,
is a contemporary mechanism for transfering large amounts of money from
the poor South countries to the rich North. The debts were contracted in
the 1970s when Northern banks were flush with petrodollars and wished to
recycle them, and in the process, make a hefty profit. Northern govern-
ments knew that the loans were being made to repressive regimes, like the
Marcos’ regime in the Philippines, which, it is commonly believed, embez-
zled billions of dollars and squandered the rest on projects which were of
little benefit to the majority of poor people in the country. In the early
1980s, the debts ballooned out of control. Some of the blame for the disas-
ter, undoubtedly, must be laid at the door of Southern politicians and
their economic advisers. But it is important to highlight the external fac-
tors which exacerbated the problem over which Third World leaders had
no control. These included currency fluctuations, often brought about by
structural adjustment programs (SAPS), the rise in interest rates interna-
tionally caused by pressures within the U.S. economy, and the dramatic
drop in commodity prices which accompanied the recession in industrial-
ized countries.

Servicing these debts is an enormous burden for most Southern coun-
tries today. Between 1982 and 1990 Jamaica spent US$4.2 billion servicing
its foreign debt. Even so thc debt increased by 55 per cent. Susan George,
in The Debt Boomerang,’ gives some mind-boggling data on the figures in-
volved in this transfer of wealth to the rich. During the period 1982 to 1990
there was a net transfer of US$418 billion from the poor South to the rich
North. To give some idea of the huge sums involved, she calculates that
the poor of the world have financed six Marshall Plans for the rich through
debt-servicing alone. (The Marshall Plan refers to the aid which the Uni-
ted States made available to European countries in the wake of World
War Two to rebuild their shattered economies.)



Right through the debt crisis in the 1980s, the World Bank and the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) acted as policeman for the Northern
capitalist system. They imposed structural adjustment programs (SAPs)
on Third World countries, which were experiencing severe debt problems,
as a condition for receiving further loans.

SAPs are based on narrow monetarist economic policies. They are de-
signed to improve a country’s balance of payments and foreign investment
climate, by reducing government spending and promoting export-oriented
enterprises. Though there are slight variations from country to country, the
common menu contained in the SAPs package include: currency devalua-
tion, trade liberalization, business deregulation, privatization of government-
owned commercial operations, cuts in public spending, usually health and
education, tight credit policies, a wage freeze and higher interest rates.

World Bank and IMF policies have been ineffective in reducing poverty
and promoting sustainability. The reasons are simple: they failed to ad-
dress the real causes of growing poverty and environmental degradation in
Third World countries. SAPs have aggravated rather than cured the prob-
lems of many Third World countries. They have as much chance of effect-
ing a cure as bloodletting did in previous centuries. Rather than cure the
sickness, it furthered weakened the patient.

In the 1980s, SAPs caused starvation, illiteracy, political and social
breakdown. In the natural world, they resulted in extensive and irreversi-
ble destruction of important ecosystems, like the rainforests and marine
environments. The human suffering entailed in this was summed up in the
1989 UNICEEF report: “hundreds of thousands of the developing world’s
children have given their lives to pay their countries’ debts, and many mil-
lions more are still paying the interest with their malnourished minds and
bodies.

Despite all the attempts at debt relief, which include the Baker Plan,
the Brady Plan and the Trinidad Terms to mention only three — and the
huge sums that have already been repaid, the size of the Third World Debt
continues to grow. While a number of commercial banks and some countries
have agreed to some debt reduction and rescheduling, the World Bank
and the IMF have refused to reduce or reschedule the debt owed to them.
These debts now stand at US$278 billion, or 17 per cent of the total debt.
One way or another, it is clear Third World debt will continue to increase
and be a millstone, unless drastic action is taken.

The above discussion concerning Third World Debt illustrates how un-
just the present economic system is. It does not serve the needs of the peo-
ples of the world in an equitable way. It has led to the “overdevelopment”



of a few countries and the “underdevelopment” of most of the countries of
the earth. If our world is meant to support all life on earth and all humans
in a way that allows them to live in dignity, then the present economic and
political system which promotes such inequalities is clearly failing.

Cuarrer 11

The Earth’s Resources Are Limited

The question of whether there are upper limits to the earth’s capacity
to cope with human activity was first addressed in a serious way in Limits
to Growth, which was published in 1972. It contained a report to the Club
of Rome rather than by the Club of Rome. The book generated a huge re-
sponse; it sold 10 million copies in all. Naturally not everyone was pleased
with its conclusions, It gave rise to many controversies about the metho-
dology used and the inaccuracy of some of the predictions, especially those
made about the time frame in which strategic nonrenewable resources might
be exhausted.

Critics argued that the authors did not take human ingenuity sufficiently
into account, and thus they underestimated the capability of technology to
fund substitutes for the projected scarcities. It had been predicted, for ex-
ample, that the supply of copper would soon run out, given the rising de-
mand in the field of telecommunication. The invention of fibre optics
changed all that. It revolutionized telecommunications and took the press-
ure off a metal like copper. The price of copper fell, with devastating im-
pact on copper-producing countries like Bolivia and Zambia.

However, although technological innovation can reduce both raw mat-
erial and energy use, this may be offset by sizable increase in quantity of a
given item. For example, in the aftermath of the hike in oil prices between
1973 and 1988 there was a marked increase in energy efficiency in cars.
Consumption per kilometer fell by 29 per cent. This gain, however, was
quickly offset by a 58 percent increase in the number of cars during the
same period. In fact, despite the introduction of energy efficient cars, pet-
rol consumption increased by 17 per cent.®

While there were quibbles here and there with some of the predic-
tions made in Limits to Growth, the main significance of the book was that
it focused peoples’ attention on the fact that the earth is a finite planet and
that it cannot sustain continuous, expanding demands on its resources.
Furthermore, the “limits to growth” perspective torpedoed one of the
main assumptions of the present development theory that the 5.5 billion
people on earth in the mid 1990s — and the projected population of 11 bil-
lion by year 2050 — can aspire to the present affluent standards of living
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enjoyed by many Northern middle-class people and the elite in the South-
ern countries. In reality, the present demands which humans make on the
earth are already breaching some important limits in the biosphere. Any
substantial increase in these demands will exceed the capacity of the larger
ecosystems to regenerate themselves. Continuously, spiraling demand is
simply not possible on a finite planet.

Modern Northern Affluence is Built on Colonialism and Cheap Petrochem-
icals

Those commentators who assert that the project 11 billion people in
2030 can aspire to “Western” affluence need to keep two considerations in
mind. First, the foundations of Northern prosperity were built on four cen-
turies of colonialism, during which Westerners had control over the resources
and of the people living in the Two-Thirds World.

Thomas Pakenham in his classic work, The Scramble for Africa, chroni-
cles the saga of greed and exploitation which was the basic motivation behind
the movement of the Western powers into Africa in the second half of the
19th century. The greed, venality and brutality, which were central to the
colonial venture, were often cloaked under the lofty sentiments of bring-
ing the three Cs — Commerce, Civilization, and Christianity — to benefit
the peoples of Africa.”

Second, the sizable spurt in Western economic growth since World War
II was achieved when the main source of energy was exceptionally cheap.
During this spectacular period of industrial and commercial expansion, be-
tween 1945 and 1973, the price of oil was less than three dollars a barrel.
A handful of Western oil corporations controled the industry and worked
to keep the price as low as possible. At the same time, industrialized coun-
tries had considerable access to cheap Third World labor and resources.
Western affluence was also achieved at the expense of the air. the water,
the soils, biological diversity and sunlight, as we will see later in this chapter.

Limits on Food Production — As Agricultural and Fisheries Output Falls

Like other organisms human beings need an adequate intake of nutri-
tious food to survive and thrive. Because of widespread poverty in much
of the South, many people there do not have a nutritionally adequate diet
at the moment. In fact, the average person among the 4 billion consumes
almost a thousand calories per day less their counterpart in Western Europe
or the U.S. In the South the average consumption is 2,500 calories daily,
while in Western Europe it is 3,400 calories, and 3,600 calories in the Un-
ited States.
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This situation is by no means satisfactory, and it is predicted that it will
further deteriorate as the human population continues to grow. It would
appear that in the not too distant future there will be a conflict between
human beings’ demand for food and the physical capacity of the earth to
meet those needs. For example, between 1950 and 1984 the production of
grain, the staple crop of millions of peoplem expanded at around three per
cent per annum. This meant that it edged ahead of population growth and,
thus, per capital consumption rose. Since 1984, however, despite improved
technology, irrigation and petrochemicals, grain production has only ex-
panded by one per cent per annum. This is a particularly troubling trend
as population growth continues to rise, which means that per capita con-
sumption is falling and will continue to do so.°

The rangelands of the world which support flocks that provide humans
with animal protein are also under stress. In the four decades between
1950 and 1990 beef and mutton production increased 2.6-fold. Once again,
this produced a 26 percent per capita increase. Because of the destruction
of rangelands, especially through overgrazing, beef and mutton produc-
tion is not expected to rise, even as the population continues to increase.’

Land Degradation and the Loss of Biodiversity Restricts the Potential for
Food Production

Poor land management, overgrazing, inappropriate agriculture, de-
forestation and population pressures have caused soil erosion, salinization
and desertification on an unprecedented scale. The United Nations environ-
ment Program has estimated that since 1945 an estimated 108 million acres
of procuctive land has been lost to agriculture each year. This adds up to
4.85 billion acres, or around 35 per cent of the earth’s fertile land."® The
U.N. estimates that of the world’s 5,200 million hectares of agriculturally-
used dryland, 69 percent is degraded or subjected to desertification. In
Africa the figure runs as high as 73 percent, and in Asia 70 percent.

Because of the type of agriculture which is now being pursued world-
wide, and the pressure to increase production to feed a world population
that is growing by 90 million a year, it is almost inevitable that soil erosion
will increase in the decades ahead. Sadly, the loss of arable land through
desertification and erosion is irreversible in historical time; it takes hun-
dreds of years to create fertile, top soil.

The Loss of Biodiversity Sterilizes the Earth
55 per cent of the world’s richest habitat, the tropical rainforests, have

already been destroyed with many ill-effects on agriculture, human liveli-
hood, the health and productivity of rivers, estuaries, and local and global
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climate patterns. The greatest tragedy is the mega-extinction of species.
No one knows how many species are our fellow creatures on earth. Esti-
mates run between 5 million and 30 million species. Tens of thousands
have already been destroyed. The Harvard blOlOngt E.O. Wilson estimates
that we are losing 10,000 species annually.'!

Some people dismiss the whole question of extinction by claiming that
it is feature of the natural world. This, of course, is true, but it overlooks a
number of important considerations. First of all, the rate of extinction tak-
ing place today is between 1,000 and 10,000 times greater than the ordin-
ary rate during most of the past 65 million years. Secondly, major extinc-
tions, like those which took place at the end of the Permian and Cretaceous
periods, opened up possibilities for new life-forms. They resembled a prun-
ing of the biosphere and, therefore, enhanced rather than destroyed diver-
sity. Today, sadly, our mdustrlal culture is sterilizing the planet and closing
the door to future diversity.'?

This also means destroying, forever, potential sources of food to feed
a larger human family. Despite the varied diets in different cultures around
the world, the humans currently use only one percent of the known spec-
ies as a source of nourishment. We use only 7,000 out of a potential 75,000
edible plants. Many species that we do not use today could easily become
staple food sources, unless, of course, they are extince.

Dwindling Fish Stocks

Worldwide, fish provides more than half the animal protein consumed
by human beings. The proportion is even higher in many countries of the
South. Unfortunately, fish supplies are not keeping pace with the increase
of the human population. Between 1950 and 1989 fish catches, worldwide,
rose dramatically from 20 to 100 million tons annually. But the ability of
the seas to sustain that level of harvesting is not unlimited. According the
United Nation’s Food and Agriculture Office in the summer of 1993, nine
out of the world’s 17 major fisheries are in serious decline. Many stocks
have already been devastated. The tonnage for 1992, dcsplte improved
ships and equipment, fell to 97 million tons.' The drop in catches from
wild stocks is even more dramatic, from a historic peak of 82 million tons
in 1989 to 77 million in 1991. Most analysts predict that because of the de-
pletion of fish stocks, the harvest from the sea will continue to decline in
the years ahead, while world population levels will continue to rise.

The main story of Newsweek, April 25, 1994, is entitled, “Empty Nets:
Too Many Fishermen, Too Few Fish.” This confirms that fish stocks around
the world, from Canada to Chile to India, are being overfished. The de-
pletion in some areas like the North Sea exceeds even that of the U.S. At



present, it is running at 65 percent for many major stocks. Unless regula-
tions are introduced soon, the article predicts that there will be a complete
collapse of many fishing stocks.

One can assume that humans have been fishing for tens of thousands
of years wihtout harming fish stocks. The damage today is being caused by
the enormous impact of modern, high-tech fishing methods and huge fac-
tory ships. Large vessels, operated by a minimum of crew members, can
travel to fishing grounds anywhere around the world, track shoals of fish
on radar, and electronically direct tentlike nets to capture the fish, and finally
process them on board the ship. These operators do not care if a particular
location is overfished; they simply move to the next productive fishing
grounds.

The Ability of the Biosphere to Absorb Human-Created Pollution is Limited

A 1991 study by Alexander King and Bertrand Schneider for the Coun-
cil of the Club of Rome gave the same warning as the original report The
Limits to Growth." They go on to focus not merely on the stress which
continuous growth places on the resource side of the equation, but they
also considered the unsustainable impact of continuous growth on the
“sink™ side. This refers to the capacity of the biosphere to assimilate waste
which has been created by humans. The authors say that these limits are
being breached in a variety of crucial areas that need to be addressed ur-

gertly.
Global Warming Placed Limits on the Use of Fossil Fuel

One area where limits are being breached is in the use of fossil fuels.
It is estimated that the levels of carbon dioxide in the air have risen by 30
per cent since the beginning of the 19th century. This is mainly a result of
the increased burning of fossil fuel and the depletion of forests. Although
there is no absolute agreement among the scientists that global warming is
actually taking place, the evidence to date is compelling and is widely accept-
ed by many scientists, especially, the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate change (IPCC).

Some scientists predict that global warming could cause an average 2
to 3 degree centigrade increase in surface air temperature. As a consequence
the icecaps will melt, sea levels will rise, inundating many low-lying areas.
In this scenario many Pacific islands will simply disappear. River deltas in
Egypt and Bangladesh and low-lying areas like Holland, home to tens of
millions of people, will also be submerged and become uninhabitable.

Other predicted changes include a significant drop in rainfall in many
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of the food producing areas of the world, particularly in North America.
This could have catastrophic consequences for global food production. The
speed of the change will also accelerate species extinction. An increase in
the ferocity and number of tropical storms is also predicted as a consequence
of global warming. Many insurance companies claim that this is already
happening. They point to the increase of such storms in the Southern United
States and the Pacific and the resulting huge insurance claims. Hurricane
Andrew, in October, 1992, cost around US$20 billion. A report prepared
for the world’s largest insurance company, Munich Re, points to the link
between global warminng and more frequent hurricanes. It is somewhat
ironic that insurance companies are among the few businesses in the
corporate world which have begun to take global warming seriously.

Given these massive changes and consequent dislocation, it would seem
prudent to take decisive action now and prevent the runaway greenhouse
effect. In May 1990 the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
called for a 60 per cent cut in current emissions of carbon dioxide and
other greenhouse gases, in order to stabilize their concentration in the
atmosphere. Unfortunately, there is little political will in Northern coun-
tries to face this issue and to act decisively. While scientists are painting
appalling scenarios, politicians adopt a wait-and-see¢ attitude. Corporate
interests, especially those in the coal and oil sectors, have lobbied very
effectively to block any increase in taxes on fossil fuel. But the problem
will not go away. In fact, if it is not faced, it will simply get worse.

The North Must Act First

Modern human beings use energy in a totally profligate and unsustain-
able way. It is estimated that it takes planet Earth 10,000 years to create
the energy that the worldwide economy consumes in a single day." ® North-
ern countries use over 80 per cent of the world’s energy resources, so any
genuine change must start there. Ernst U. von Weizsacker, of the Wuper-
tal Institute for Climate, Environment and Energy in Germany, urges the
North must act first. He reminds his readers that Northern economies are
the main polluters and destroyers of the earth. The North is also still being
offered as model for other countries to follow. Unless it becomes sustain-
able, the drive to copy Northern energy use in much of the rest of the
world will only exacerbate environmental and social problems.”

Von Weizsacker believes that the North should be able to cut back on
the use of fossil fuel without too much dislocation for the majority of people.
There are still enormous possibilities for energy-saving strategies. According
to him, present technological and social innovations could yield a fourfold
increase in energy productivity. Energy-saving domestic gas water heaters
and gas and electric cookers can reduce energy use by half. Well-insulated
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houses can reduce domestic heating consumption by almost 90 per cent.
There is a potential for reducing energy use in electronic equipment by
four-fifths. The technologies to achieve most of these transformations are
already available. They are not being produced because of the many cor-
porations which profit handsomely from the present wasteful energy use.
It is believed, for example, that a car which can deliver a hundred miles to
the gallon has been kept under wraps.

Protection of the Ozone Layer Limits Certain Kinds of Industrial Activity

Chemicals produced by industrial activity, especially CFCs, are interfer-
ing with the way ozone is created and broken down, threatening to reduce
its concentration in the upper atmosphere. In recent years a hole the size
of the United States has appeared over Antarctica each Spring. For the past
three years a similar, though smaller, hole has also been detected over the
Northern hemisphere.

Ozone filters out much of the sun’s ultraviolet radiation. Dr. John Hea-
ly, a cancer specialist, reckons that for every 1 per cent reduction in ozone
protection there is a corresponding 3 to 5 per cent increase in skin cancers
and a 0.5 per cent increase in melanomas.'® It also damages the immune
system and causes widespread crop losses. Alan Wellburn, professor of
biochemistry at Lancaster University in Britain, estimates that ozone de-
pletion could cause a 10 per cent loss of barley, peas and beans. He be-
lieves that the farming community is ‘totally unprepared for this.”'® Data
on ozone depletion does not often appear on the front pages of the news-
paper or on the TV news and yet it is extremely serious.

Dr. Joe Waters, who monitors ozone depletion for the National Aero-
nautics and Space Administration (NASA), is clearly worried by what is
happening. He is quoted in The Guardian, February 14, 1992, as saying,
“people have just got to realize that we are talking about a threat to life on
earth.” But the message is not getting through because it suits corpora-
tions that produce polluting chemicals simply not tell the public what is
going on. Unfortunately, public officials often collude with them and de-
ceive the public.

Photosynthesis Places Limits on Human Exploitation of Nature

A ecological perspective recognizes that human beings are a subsystem
within the larger ecosystems of the earth. Like other plants and animals,
humans need food and energy in order to sustain life. If the human species
is to continue to reproduce and survive, humans must meet their food and
energy needs in a way that does not destroy the world. They must operate
within the limits of the natural world, living, as it were, on the interest
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which nature provides, without drawing down the ecological capital.

All plants obtain their energy from the sun. Through the complex bio-
chemistry of photosynthesis plants transform solar energy into usable ener-
gy in the form of sugars. This energy, in turn, becomes available for other
creatures, the herbivores amd carnivores. Plants, however, are more effi-
cient users of the sun’s energy. It takes vast quantities of plants to feed
herbivores and, still larger amounts in order to feed carnivores.

When the number and demands of a carnivorous species, like humans,
increase dramatically, this can put enormous pressure on other species within
the biosphere. Scientists recognize that there is an upper limit fo the amount
of solar energy made available through the aggregate of the net primary
product of photosynthesis. This encompasses all the solar energy made
available to all creatures through the green matter of the earth. A study by
Vitousek, et al., (1986), estimated that humans have now captured 40 per
cent of terrestrlal energy for their own, excluswe use. If one includes the
oceans, the percentage drops to 25 per cent.”” This finding is extremely
important, as it sets the context for the optimum scale of human activity,
including economic activity in relation to the needs of creatures on earth.
The call for a five-to-ten-fold increase in worldwide economic activity in
Our Common Future, appears totally unrealistic, if Vitousek and his col-
laborators are right.

Waste and the Disposable Society

The unsustainability and vulnerability of our present-day industrial and
commercial society is also very evident, when one looks at it from the other
end — the ever increasing mound of waste which is created by our throw-
away culture. Many of the items manufactured by our industrial, throw-
away society are not necessary for human well-being and end up in rub-
bish dumps.

Newsweek (November 27, 1989) portrayed the industrial world being
“buried alive” in garbage. The statistics are astounding; each consumer in
the industrial world accumulates 3.5 pounds of garbage each day. Where
to put it is becoming a major problem. It is now cluttering up landfills in
towns and cities around the world. Many communities are simply running
out of space. The U.S., with its affluence and disposable mentality, is by far
the worst offender. Each year Americans throw away 16 billion disposable
diapers, 1.6 billion pens, 2 billion razors and blades and 220 million tires.
They discard enough aluminum to rebuild the entire U.S. commercial air-
line fleet every three months.

But space to dump things in is running out. In the U.S. 80 per cent of
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solid waste is now dumped into 6,000 landfills. But their number is now
shrinking. In the past 10 years almost 5,000 have been filled and shut down.
More than two-thirds of the landfills in the U.S. have been closed since
the late 1970s. 35,000 of the 50,000 landfill sites in former West Germany
have been declared potentially dangerous because they threaten vital ground-
water supplies, thus contaminating drinking water and water that is used
for agriculture.

Palm it Off on Poor Communities or the Third World

The growth in the “not-in-my-back-yard (NIMBY)” mentality means
that communities would like to move the garbage elsewhere. Trains and
trucks loaded with garbage crisscross the U.S. and, of course, the Two-
Thirds World is a soft-option for dumping toxic wastes. Time (January 2,
1989) carried an account of the voyage of the Pelicano. For two years it
sailed around the world, seeking a port that would accept its 14,000-ton
cargo of toxic ash. In October, 1989 the Pelicano illegally dumped 4,000
Ibs. of its cargo off Haiti and probably dumped the rest overboard on the
high seas. The Pelicano is a clear symbol of the final twist in the saga of
the First World’s exploitation of the Third World. Having for centuries
abused their resources and human labor, the First World is now complet-
ing the circle of exploitation by dumping its toxic waste on unsuspecting
Third World people.

Make no mistake about it, within the remit of conventional economics
it makes all kinds of sense for powerful Northern nations, whose citizens
place a high premium on a clean environment, to export waste to poor Sou-
thern nations. There was a furore in 1991 when Dr. Lawrence Summers,
then chief economist of the World Bank, argued that “the economic logic
of -dumlping a load of toxic waste in the lowest-wage country is impecc-
able.”* Many Third World leaders were incensed. For many it constituted
the last link in the colonial chain. For centuries, their lands had been plun-
dered and their labor coerced and exploited, and now their countries are
being used as a repository for the toxic waste from the affluent North.

In recent years, as more and more countries prohibit the importation
of toxic waste, the waste traders are turning to Southeast and South Asia
as a destination for their toxic brews. Plastic waste exports to South Asia
have increased dramatically in the past two years. In January 1993, 53 per
cent of the total U.S. plastic waste exports were sent to Bangladesh, India
and Pakistan. Pepsi Cola Bottling Company alone shipped over 7,000 tons
of plastic scraps to India on the OOCL and Presidential Lines. In response
to enquiries from Greenpeace investigators, Pepsi denies that it exports any
scraps to India.?? Waste merchants from Britain, Germany, Australia and
Canada also shipped an increased tonnage of toxic waste to these poor
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countries.

Greenpeace International hailed the Basel Convention in March, 1994
as a striking environmental victory. This bans the export of toxic waste from
rich Northern countries to poor Southern countries from the end of 1997,
Predictably, the countries which have gained most from exporting poison
— Australia, Canada, Finland, Germany, Japan, the United Kingdom and
the United States — opposed the ban. Greenpeace’s lobbying of the group
of 77 and the decision of EU environment ministers to support the ban
turned the tide in favor of ratifying the Convention. Pope John Paul II
also threw his weight behind the ban. Speaking in Rome on October 22,
1993, he said:

It is a grave abuse and an offense against the solidarity of humanity
when industrial enterprises of rich countries profit from the weak eco-
nomies and legislation of poorer countries by exporting dirty technolo-
gies and waste which degrade the environment and health of the po-
pulation.”

Summary

My argument thus far in this chapter is that the industrial culture is
sterilizing the earth and that, in the final analysis it is unsustainable. Unlim-
ited economic growth, which is assumed in much of the contemporary busi-
ness and economic literature, is simply impossible on a finite planet. The
environmental movement is constantly trying to highlight the importance
of developing ways of living which do not destroy ecological capital. Need-
less to say, this perspective is not universally shared.

Newly Industrialized Countries (NICs) Are Not a Model for Other South-
ern Countries

But does not the spectacular economic growth which a number of coun-
tries in Asia have achieved in recent years invalidate the above analysis?
These newly-industrialized countries (NICs) were desperately poor until
recent decades. Then, in the space of a few short years they have experi-
enced remarkable prosperity. Because of their success, many people con-
clude that they can provide the blueprint for other poor countries to grow
and develop.

The NICs, often called tiger economies, normally include Korea,
Taiwan, Singapore, Hong Kong, and more recently, Malaysia, Thailand
and Southern China. These countries have been held up as models for
other “developing® countries by international institutions, like the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and by economists like
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Milton Friedman.?* The appalling record of human rights and the social
and environmental costs of rapid industrialization are passed over in si-
lence. It is also conveniently forgotten that these countries are not para-
gons of virtue insofar as “free-trade” is concerned. In each case, the state
has taken an interventionist approach; especially in the area of trade and
credit.

For the past two decades, orthodox development policy-makers at both
the IMF and the World Bank have been encouraging the next wave of
poor countries to follow the NICs lead. The theory is that, when this group,
in turn, has made it up the ladder of economic development, another wave
of poor countries can jump on the escalator and emulate them, and so on,
until the whole world reaches the nirvana of development.

The underlying development theory predicted that the first group of
NICs would move out of textiles and light electronic manufacturing as soon
as they moved up a notch on the ladder of industrial processing. This has not
happened. They simply have widened their range of activities to include
both light industry and heavy industry and simple and complex processes.

Another factor which will severely limit the possibility of other coun-
tries emulating the NICs is that the microchip revolution of the late 1970s
has now made it possible for transnational corporations (TNCs) to fragment
their production processes in a way that was not possible in early stages of
industrial revolution. The original NICs developed integrated industries like,
for example, steel, car manufacturing and shipbuilding. The potential for
“value added” gains and spin-off benefits for industry and services was
enormous. Today, the “value-added” gains for would-be NICs are very
modest, when the cost of imported raw materials is included. In the pre-
sent phase most of the financial benefits are siphoned off elsewhere.

Cutthroat Competition Depresses Prices and Wages

It is often forgotten that rivalry between NICs has put pressure on
them to lower labor cost and commodity prices further, in order to capture
a larger share of foreign investment. Some economists at the World Bank
were aware that such economic policies pit one country against another.
Hollis Chenery and Donald Keesing forecast that “the increasing number
of successful competitors may make it increasingly difficult for newcomers
to get established,” and that the success of “a few” could leave “too little”
opportunity for the rest.”> Furthermore, the increased number of NICs chas-
ing dwindling markets in the first World also depresses the prices for finished
goods and trims profit margins.
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Taiwan and Korea

Finally, the initial leap in the tiger economies was achieved at the ex-
pense of workers and the environment. Walden Bello and Stephanie Rosen-
feld in Dragons in Distress point out that high-speed growth without en-
vironmental controls has converted Taiwan into a poisoned paradise of free-
wheeling capitalists, leading increasing numbers of Taiwanese to a willingness
to trade rapid growth for ecological equilibrium.”?®

Much the same message is contained in Taiwan 2000, the comprehen-
sive study of the impact of rapid industrialization on the Taiwanese en-
vironment, which I have referred to earlier on.”” The report acknowledges
that “Taiwan today is experiencing the consequences of 30 years of commit-
ment to economic growth at any cost. Production has grown at rates that
are the envy of the world, and consumption has followed closely. The en-
vironment has been left almost unprotected to absorb the by-products of
production and consumption. Serious problems have developed; accumu-
lation of solid and hazardous wastes, air and water pollution, and destabil-
ized nature resource systems” (page iv). The comments on the disposal of
hazardous waste are frightening. It states that “with few, if any, disposal
facilities and no institutional mechanisms to ensure the safe disposal of
such substances it is suspected that large quantities of hazardous wastes
could have been dumped into rivers or onto the ground, or, at best, into
rusting barrels” (page iv). In many regions groundwater is polluted and
“there is a clear basis to expect this to worsen in the future” (page 22).

The report is adamant that remedial action needs to be taken now and
that this demands integrated policies and programs (page 13). It states that
“the situation will not take care of itself. If environmental protection is not
given high priority in the national policy agenda and forces now in opera-
tion are allowed to continue unabated, the entire island of Taiwan will be
in danger of becoming a poisonous garbage dump” (page 11).

The public see air pollution as a serious and worsening problem....
Water pollution is (also) serious and pervasive....Sewage, food and agri-
cultural waste, fertilizers... enter the water systems in large quanti-
ties... killing fish and giving rise to the familiar green slime and foul
smells associated with Taiwan’s rivers and many of her reservoirs

(page iv).

Taiwan 2000 ends by repeating a well-known Chinese cautionary folk-
tale. The story describes the behavior of a poor family, which through good
luck and hard work had become rich. Once they had made it, they neg-
lected their land, stopped repairing the irrigation canals and became con-
temptuous of the difficult work of maintaining soil fertility. At the same
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time they spent money foolishly and fell into debt. In a short period of
time, their wealth disappeared and they reduced, once again, to poverty.
Taiwan 2000 insists that:

Taiwan’s present situation has some very disturbing analogies to this
story.... Thrift, hard work, and cleverness have given us a standard of
living that is higher than anything enjoyed in any previous period of
history. Long life is the norm... Food is so varied and abundant that we
are more afraid of getting fat than of facing a famine. Modern technolo-
gy provides services, comforts, conveniences, entertainments, and im-
provements.... Yet, if we continue along the present path, by the year
2000 we can expect to be in a precarious postion, and to find much of
the good things we now enjoy have had hidden costs. ...We have fre-
‘quently overlooked management of the physical and biological re-
sources that support us, and have accepted debts to the future by pur-
suing present and personal gain without consideration of long-term
costs and sustainability. ... We have gotten into the habit of doing
almost nothing to repair the damage our activities cause to nature, or
to clean up the garbage and poisonous by-products that result from
our frantic rates of activity (page 40).

Even after the publication of Taiwan 2000 in 1989, little action has
been taken by the government. The former head of the Taiwanese Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency, Jaw Shau-Kong, complained in 1992 that
“where environmental protection clashed with economic development, the
environment is usually sacrificed.””® The China Post in the same editorial
complained that, “Taiwan’s environment is so badly damaged that only dras-
tic, aggressive efforts can save it.”

Korea

The cost involved in Korea's industrialization drive is equally high. Jang
Won, professor at the Department of Environmental engineering at Tae-
Jon University, reports that the annual mean level of sulphur dioxide and
nitrogen dioxide concentration in Seoul is among the highest in the world.
Hospitals have reported increasing numbers of patients with bronchitis,
asthma and pneumonia. The worst pollution is in the huge industrial ex-
port zones. Many of the substances which are regularly released into the
environment, like benzene, asbestos, vinyl chloride, mercury and cadmium,
are cancer-producing substances. Acid rain is also taking its toll on lakes and
trees.

Workers in many plants are routinely exposed to toxic substances, Num-

erous workers at the Wonjin Rayon factory in Kurin City have died from a
debilitating illness caused by exposure to carbon disulphide (CS2) poison-

) =



ing. CS2 is an organic solvent used in making rayon, as a lining material
for coats or suits. Until recently, conditions at the plant were primitive.
Workers were not issued with face masks which might provide some pro-
tection against the gas. According to Dr. Gil-Seong Yang, who has treated
many of the victims, scores of workers have died, while others have been
incapacitated for life. Only recently, after street protests, has the govern-
ment (which owns the company), accepted any responsibility for what has
happened and agreed to pay compensation. They still only pay a pittance.
The usual amount offered to a worker who is already crippled and, poss-
ibly, facing death, is a mere US$14,000.

According to Professor Park Hyun Seo of Hanyang University in Seoul,
who has campaigned on behalf of the workers, successive Korean govern-
ments were so intent on industrializing the economy that economic expan-
sion took precedence over everything, including the lives of the workers.

Water pollution is also widespread and this has adversely affected hu-
man health and the fishing industry in many coastal areas. Large companies,
such as Hyundai, Doosan, Samsung and Lucky-Goldstar, are among the
leading polluters. In March and April 1991, for example, several hundred
tons of phenon was leaked into the Naktong River by the Doosan group.”
Even municipal water supplies are contaminated by sewerage and indust-
rial waste. A report by the Construction Ministry, carried out in August
1989, found that almost all tap water was polluted. This shocked the coun-
try but the government immediately moved to criticize the study and
assure the people that the water was safe.

South Korea’s growing environmental havoc is a direct result of three
decades of export-oriented growth, where the government turned a blind
eye to pollution. Until recently, environmental legislation was weak and
full of loopholes. Monitoring agencies were not equipped to carry out their
task effectively, and their procedures were often secret. Even when polluters
are prosecuted, many do not pay their fines. In 1989, 90 per cent of fines
went unpaid. Despite the destruction of the air, the water and the soil of
the country and the consequent health hazard posed by rampant pollution,
the maximum jail sentence for offenders is only 5 years.

The high economic growth rates in Taiwan, Korea and other tiger eco-
nomies, which have lifted millions out of povérty, have come at the huge
price of extensive and irreversible environmental destruction. Industrial
pollution, toxic waste, deforestation, soil erosion, polluted ground water
and the loss of natural habitat will ensure that the development is not sus-
tainable. Therefore, the so-called developing countries, instead of attemp-
ting to emulate Korea and Taiwan in the arena of an increasingly hostile
and turbulent world economic climate, would be much better off to gear
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their economies to meeting the needs of their own people. As the notion
of limits impinges more on the collective human consciousness, it will be-
come obvious that the affluence of the First World cannot be replicated by
every country in the world.

Destroying the Earth

I have argued that the modern, global economic machine is impover-
ishing the poor and destroying the earth. One could continue to toss more
and more depressing data from every country in Asia on the misery pile to
substantiate the argument. I have presented a range of data in different do-
mains which reveal where humans are breaching the capacity of the earth
to renew itself and absorb our pollution.

Human industrial activity at the moment is changing the chemistry of
the air and water, altering the hydrological cycle, and upsetting the entire
self-renewing pattern of nature which has taken millions of years to emerge.
We are causing changes of a biological and geological order of magnitude. It
is only in the past few years that we are beginning to wake up to the con-
sequences of our activity. There is a deep irony in the whole saga. In re-
cent centuries we have set out, through the mediation of science and tech-
nology, to make nature subservient to human decisions and in the process
make human beings as independent as possible of nature. While the en-
deavor has provided enormous comforts for a small segment of humanity,
it has impoverished the vast majority of people and is now threatening the
very survival of many of the earth’s important ecosystems and natural cycles.

CnaptEr IIT
How Has the Church Responded to the Despoilment of Creation?

Every individual on earth ought to be challenged to do what he or she
can do to halt and reverse the saga of destruction, which I have described in
the previous chapters. But, individual lifestyle changes, however important,
will not be sufficient. Real change will only happen when every institution
in society — education, health, media, military, industry, commerce and
religions — begins to take this message seriously and integrates it into its
modus operandi. 1 will now discuss briefly how the Churches, especially
the Catholic Church, has responded to this crisis to date, and how it might
improve its performance given the magnitute of the issues facing the earth
and human society.

The Catholic Church Has Arrived at the Issue Breathless and Late

It is a sad fact of recent history that the Churches have been slow to



recognize the gravity of the ecological problems facing the earth. They may
have felt, like the preacher in the book of Ecclesiastes, that while people
and nations have histories, the earth is unchanging; “a generation goes, a
generation comes, yet the earth stands firm for ever” (Ecc 1:4).

Despite the evidence which has been piling up before their eyes, Church
leaders, in common with leaders in the educational, industrial and finan-
cial establishments, have refused to pay attention to what was happening
to the delicate fabric of life on the earth. Many people might have ex-
pected a greater sensitivity to nature from the Catholic Church, given its
commitment to a sacramental system. Unfortunately, in the aftermath of
the Galileo debacle, the Catholic Church was ill-equipped to dialogue in a
creative way with science. In recent centuries the Catholic Church tended
to cut itself off from the wider European intellectual ferment, which it
could no longer control. As a result, it relied exclusively on its own herit-
age in shaping its identity and presenting its message to the world. In the
19th century, for example, especially in the era of Pope Pius IX, Church
apologetics often portrayed the ideas and proponents of modern science as
dangerous enemies of the faith.

While this attitude changed in the 20th century, it did not lead to a crea-
tive, mutually challenging and enriching dialogue. On the one hand, the
treatment meted out to Teilhard de Chardin illustrates that the mutual
suspicions between ecclesiastics and scientists is not so easily put to rest.
On the other hand, Church leaders, like many others, were lulled into a
false security by some of the successes of modern technology, especially in
the area of medicine. They failed to understand both the extent of the de-
spoilment of creation and the urgency with which it must be faced. Unless
this awareness is gained in a short space of time and remedial action taken,
human beings and the rest of the planet’s community will be condemned
to live amid the ruins of the natural world.

Recent Catholic Church Teaching

Let me illustrate what I am saying by a few quotations from recent
Catholic Church teachings. The Second Vatican Council is, undoubtedly,
the major achievement of the Catholic Church in the 20th century. The
Council reconnected the Church to its origins in Scripture, helped it find a
new identity in itself and face the modern world with confidence and a
message of hope. The document, Gaudium et Spes (the Church in the Mod-
ern World), is a milestone in the history of the Church’s stance towards the
world. It embodies a positive, liberating vision of life which refuses to seal
off the religious world from the rest of human affairs.

One cannot, however, argue that it is grounded in an ecological vision



of reality. This document subscribes to what is called “dominion theolo-
gy.” In this perspective the natural world exists primarily for man’s exclu-
sive use, “for man, created in God’s image, received a mandate to subject
to himself all that it contains, and govern the world with justice and holi-
ness” (No. 34). This anthropocentric bias is even more marked in No. 12
of the same document. It claims almost universal agreement for the teaching
that “according to the unanimous opinion of believers and unbelievers alike,
all things on earth should be related to man as their center and crown.”
The cultures of tribal peoples worldwide and of countless Hindus and
Buddhists in Asia can hardi' be used to bolster up that claim!

Despite Vatican II's mammoth achievement in helping to bring the Ca-
tholic Church into the modern world, it did not have its ear finely tuned to
this vital issue. It did not pick up the growing apprehension which many
people shared, even then, about the future of the biosphere. It is worth re-
membering that Rachel Carson’s book, Silent Spring, was published in April
1962, while the Council began only in October 1962, Fairfield Osborn’s
book, Our Plundered Planet, was published in 1945,

Populorum Progressio (The Development of Peoples)

Once again this document, which appeared in 1967, was one of the fin-
est documents on the social teaching of the Church to em :rge from Rome in
the past 30 years. However, it too was insensitive to the ecological issue. In
its discussion of authentic development, the document contained no cau-
tion against the impact of industrialization on the biosphere. No. 25 boldly
states that “the introduction of industry is necessary for economic growth
and human progress; it is also a sign of development and contributes to it.
By persistent work and the use of his intelligence man gradually wrests na-
ture’s secrets from her and finds a better application for her riches.” This
reflects the hubris of “man the transformer” which we readily associate
with Francis Bacon. It forgets that the “greenhouse” effect, the depletion
of the ozone layer, acid rain, soil erosion, pollution of the seas, rivers and
nuclear waste are a direct result of the industrial revolution.

Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (Social Concerns)

Happily, in the encyclical Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (SRC), published in
1988, the environment entered into mainline Catholic social teaching. While
Catholics can rejoice that, at last, this crucial issue has finally found a place
in the agenda of the papal magisterium, it is important to remember that
by 1988 most institutions and political leaders of every hue had already
moved on or spoken extensively on the ecological crisis. The Brundtland
Report, called Our Common Future, had been published in 1987.%° Politi-
cians from as diverse backgrounds as Margaret Thatcher and Eduardo
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Sheverdnaze had dealt with the issue.

The most important statement in SRC affirmed that humans were liv-
ing in a limited world and, therefore, there are physical and moral limits
on humans’ exploitation of the natural world (No. 34). This, undoubtedly,
is pertinent to the questions regarding the appropriate scale of economic
activity which I discussed in the earlier part of this book. In No. 37, Pope
John Paul II moves beyond the anthropocentric boundaries and challenges
those who insists that “humankind... can make arbitrary use of the earth,
subjecting it without restraint to the human will, as though it did not have
its own requisites and Fnor God-given purpose, which humankind can de-
velop but not betray.”

On January 1, 1990, Pope John Paul II, issued a document for the
World Day of Peacc celebration “Peace with God the Creator, Peace with
All Creation.” This is the first document from the papal magtstcrmm de-
voted exclusively to environmental issues. Its main significance is that it
calls attention to the moral and religious dimensions of the environmental
crisis (Nos. 2, 7, 15). In a sentence that will probably come as a surprise to
many Cathollcs the Pope insists that “Christians, in particular, realize
that their respons:bn‘:ry within creation and their dury towards nature and
the Creator are an essential part of their faith” (emphasis mine). This excel-
lent document, which is written in a clear and unambiguous style — very
different from many other Church documents — is heavily dependent on
the Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation (JPIC) program which the
World Council of Churches launched at its assembly in Vancouver in 1983,
though this is not acknowledged in the text.

Catechism of the Catholic Church

The English translation of the Catechism of the Catholic Church finally
appeared on Trinity Sunday 1994. Most of the controversy centered, not
on the content of the book, but on the aggressive use of sexist language in
the final, Vatican- approved version. Even the bishops of England and
Wales admitted that some readers may feel “excluded by the style and
choice of language” used in the English translation.”

Thankfully, the English translation has an excellent use of scriptural
texts and subject index, so it is comparatively easy to evaluate its under-
standing and treatment of Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation (JPIC)
issues. Most of these are clustered under topics like creation, develop-
ment, economy and stewardship.

To begin on a positive note creation is dealt with especially in the sec-
tion on a “catechesis on creation,” Nos. 282 and 378. There, it affirms that
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