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The worst pollution does occur in poor countries. But it reflects a lack of democracy more than an excess of economic growth

“THE world’s environment is surprisingly healthy. Discuss.” If that were an examination topic, most students would tear it apart, offering a long list of laments: from local smog to global climate change, from the felling of forests to the spread of roads and cities, from poisonous harbours to the extinction of species. The list would largely be accurate, the concern legitimate. Yet the students who should be given the highest marks would actually be those who agreed with the statement. The surprise is how good things are, not how bad. 
After all, the world’s population has more than trebled during this century, and world output has risen hugely, so you would expect the earth itself to have been affected. Indeed, if people lived, consumed and produced things in the same way as they did in 1900 (or 1950, or indeed 1980), the world by now would be a pretty disgusting place: smelly, insanitary, toxic and dangerous. 
But they don’t. The reasons why they don’t, and why the environment has not been turned to rack and ruin, have to do with prices, technological innovation, social change and, in democracies, government regulation in response to popular pressure. That is why today’s environmental problems in the poor countries ought, in principle, to be solvable.
Raw materials have not run out, and show no sign of doing so. Logically, one day they must: the planet is a finite place. Yet it is also very big, and man is very ingenious. What has happened is that every time a material seems to be running short, the price has risen and, in response, people have looked for new sources of supply, tried to find ways to use less of the material, or looked for a substitute. For this reason prices for energy and for minerals have fallen in real terms during the century. The same is true for food. Prices fluctuate, in response to harvests, natural disasters and political instability; and when they rise, it takes some time before new sources of supply become available. But they always do, assisted by new farming and crop technology. The long-term trend has been downwards.
It is where prices and markets do not operate properly that this benign trend begins to stumble, and the genuine problems arise. Markets cannot always keep the environment healthy. If no one owns the resource concerned, no one has an interest in conserving it or fostering it: fish is the best example of this. Markets also fail if the damaging activity is not captured by a price but rather is shared by society: pollution, whether of air, ground or water, is the main example of where, as a result, corporate and social interests collide. Such cases are not easy to deal with. It is hard to compare the social benefit of environmental protection with the cost of that protection; hard to judge the best way for governments to intervene; hard to be sure, in some cases, even of the facts, such as the rate of species loss or of deforestation, let alone how to interpret them.
Yet, for all that, the record in the rich countries this century is good. Once an issue has been identified, and electorates and governments have become convinced that something ought to be done, something has been done. The oldest and worst sources of air pollution—sulphur dioxide and smoke particles—have been brought steadily under control (see chart 8), ending 300 years of deterioration. So have levels of lead in the air. The only—and it is a significant only, as the next article will argue—exception is that vehicle emissions of some pollutants have stayed high as petrol consumption has outpaced the effect of tighter controls. However, water, whether in rivers or the sea, has become far cleaner since the 1950s, as governments have increasingly insisted on waste water being treated before release.
	

	

	

	


In other words, the experience of this century has been the opposite of that claimed by many environmentalists. Where most of the economic growth has occurred—the rich countries—the environment has become cleaner and healthier. It is in the poor countries, where growth has been generally meagre, that air and water pollution is an increasing hazard to health. For such countries, the issue is not whether environmental problems can be solved, but how to make sure that they are when it is in the national interest to do so.
Poor man’s burden
One of the blockages is knowledge. Governments, whether in the rich world or the poor, are not philosopher kings, able effortlessly to assess pollution problems and to calculate finely the best way to solve them. So the best solutions have been ones that have tried to use markets and price signals, generally through taxes, to alter behaviour. Such solutions offer a chance to experiment and to see how people and firms react, rather than simply slapping down a law or regulation and sitting back to watch what happens.
People’s behaviour is often not what the philosopher kings expect. When Mexico tried in 1989 to deal with air pollution by banning certain types of car on particular days of the week, many people reacted by buying a second, older (and therefore more polluting) car that could be used on those days. Bans and rules anyway have a habit of attracting a more pernicious sort of price signal, corruption. A quicker way for a government to improve its environment is to examine its list of subsidies. Artificially cheap water and energy, as well as tax breaks for mining, are scourges of the environment worldwide.
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Which, however, gets to the heart of the matter. The real difficulty has lain in reconciling the differing interests and views involved. You can be green if you deprive farmers of their subsidised water, but they will complain. You can be green if you force companies to bear the cost of installing anti-pollution equipment in their factories, but they will protest, or try to bribe officials not to enforce the law, or will lay off workers. In dealing with these trade-offs, the poor countries’ problem is more political than economic. Few poor countries are democracies, and few of those are fully fledged ones, with broad equality of power and genuine accountability.
The improvement in rich countries’ environment has been closely correlated with the growth of democracy in those countries. The first stringent anti-pollution laws were passed in the 1950s, when democracy was blossoming. Japan was hit by the dreadful Minamata disease, caused by mercury poisoning, in the late 1950s; that, and a series of other pollution disasters, gave rise first to citizens’ protest movements, and then, belatedly, to new laws to control toxic effluent and air pollution. In their imperfect way, democracies are able to give voice to the social costs of dirt and danger. That is not true for authoritarian governments that can afford to turn a blind eye to pollution. 
The rich democracies do have a special problem of their own, which sometimes harms the poor too. It is that in recent years the debate on environmental issues has often been hijacked by green pressure groups, because the media and its reading or watching public is more suspicious of government, of scientists and of companies than it is of pressure groups. This hijacking tends to exaggerate the dangers, inviting Draconian solutions. 
For example, acid rain was said to be killing developed countries’ forests; but according to the World Resources Institute in Washington, DC, Europe’s forest cover actually grew by 0.3% a year in 1990-95, and North America’s by 0.2% a year. The Amazon, it was claimed, was being cleared at a rapid rate; it was, but at less than half the advertised rate. The WRI says Brazil’s total forest cover shrank by 0.5% a year in 1990-95, the same as that of South America as a whole. 
Climate change is the biggest of these cases of environmental hijacking, although so far the pressure groups have been pretty unsuccessful in forcing governments to take drastic action. Perhaps that is just as well, because scientific estimates of the rate of climate change have steadily been downgraded. They remain in doubt, although the balance of probability has moved towards a belief that a modest amount of global warming is under way.
In democracies, politicians have resisted Draconian measures, on this issue as on others, because they shrink from the idea of imposing real costs during their time in office for potential benefits later. That instinct faces a tough test, however, from everybody’s favourite toy: the motor car. 
