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Summary

There are hopeful signs that consumers are beginning to change their attitudes, so as to
demand a quality of life less dependent on a lot of consumer products that are profligate
with natural resources. They are beginning to demand more information so as to be able
to function in ways that foster the planet’s life support systems. This consumer interest
is described, and the activities of consumer organizations to ameliorate resource
depletion are mentioned. Lifestyles more in tune with the environment will be needed to
adapt to change, and to use resources sparingly. Only appropriate innovation can meet
this challenge, so factors that foster or inhibit innovation are examined. Resources that
are common to all pose the most acute problems of depletion, so the better management
of sea fisheries in the interest of consumers is considered in some detail. This is an
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example both of what is desirable, and of what inhibits progress. The use of eco-taxes
for influencing consumer behavior in the use of carbon fuels for energy is discussed.
Poor nutrition and hunger are widespread, and certain to become more severe. The
possible advantages and disadvantages of the new GM technologies are explored, as
they may reduce hunger if safe for, and acceptable to, consumers. It is pointed out how
the market mechanism, so efficient at providing for some needs of consumers, does not
provide others so well. The increase in the total number of consumers, and a suggestion
of how improvements in public health could be the only non-coercive way to alleviate
the problem conclude the article.
1. Introduction
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Consumers interact with the life support systems on which they depend in complex
ways, and have done so since humans evolved from their predecessors. For instance, the
fauna of huge marsupials that lived in Australia died out when, and probably because,
the earliest humans arrived and consumed them in a nonsustainable way. What is
different in modern times is that the extinction of species is far more rapid, and that the
loss of diversity is accelerating. The available knowledge of species interaction in
human ecology cannot predict what ecological problems will follow for future
consumers. It is less difficult, although far from easy, to estimate the effects of depleting
finite resources. The principle of precaution, to err on the safe side, demands urgent
actions by consumers to stabilize resource use, availability and regeneration. Only thus
will consumers function effectively in the face of environmental change.
First, a few remarks about the terms used in this article. “Consumer” is not limited to
people in their capacity as buyers of goods or services. It is taken to include people in
their attempts to obtain their chosen quality of life. Everyone needs clean air, water and
food and many want to enjoy an unpolluted countryside and the cultural heritage of their
own and earlier generations. “Sustainable development” is a term mainly used by those
concerned with the deterioration of the world’s environment that is caused by industry,
and by the amount of farming needed by a growing population and the actions of
consumers. The world’s finite natural resources are being depleted at an accelerating
rate. Renewable resources are being used faster than can be replenished by nature.
Pollution is damaging forests, lakes and the seas, and may be changing the atmosphere
so that skin cancer will increase, and the climate change. Thus, the current pattern of
economic development cannot be indefinitely sustained. The economy must in future
pollute far less than it now does, and use resources far more sparingly. The question that
must be faced is whether prudence and ingenuity are sufficient to achieve sustainable
development; or whether people in richer countries, such as those of the US and the
European Union (EU), must consume less than they now do. It is argued that consumers
of the wealthy nations will have to accept a lower standard of living than they now
enjoy. In democratic societies this will be difficult to achieve. It is certain, however, that
what counts as a high standard of living will have to be measured less by the quantity of
material goods. In the future a higher value will need to be placed on the arts, culture
more generally, and sport. These can give consumer satisfaction without intensive use
of resources. Knowledge-based industries are already growing at a revolutionary pace,
and can be the basis for an alternative economy that should be beneficent to the
environment at the start of the twenty-first century.
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2. The Interaction between Consumers and their Life Support Systems
In so far as policies are able to encourage economic activity that is sustainable in the
long term, this will be good for consumers. Environmentally aware consumers are
increasingly concerned with the standard of living of their children, and their children’s
children, as well as of themselves. Given the complexity of the problem, there can be no
simple solution. Any component of a solution demands serious consideration. For this
reason a few examples will be examined to illustrate the range of action that will be
needed. In each, time is of the essence. The saying “The best time to plant a tree was
twenty years ago. The next best time is now” should be an inspiration.
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The economic stability that depends on sustainable development is not a marketable
commodity. If it were, people would pay a lot for it, as many do, for instance, for house
insurance. There are many problems that stand in the way of achieving stability, some
highly political, and difficult to resolve. It seems best if the UN, and national, regional
and local governments take a broad view of problems that may hinder sustainable
development. They can then concentrate their main efforts on those that are most
important to consumers, and those that have better prospects for effective action by the
global community than by the governments of member states acting individually. The
solution to some problems may demand collaboration between economic associations of
states, such as ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) or the EU, within the
World Trade Organization (WTO), some in the OECD; and above all in the UN.
World food availability, particularly to poor consumers, is grossly inequitable.
Malnutrition or even starvation is widespread, yet in North America and in Europe there
is chronic overproduction. The European Common Agricultural Policy has been making
inadequate attempts at cutting overproduction by setting aside land not needed for food
as wasteland. This land should be used for other production that is needed in the region.
For instance, the demand for hardwood has grown and will continue to grow. Its price
has been lower than it would have been with sustainable production because supply has
met demand by felling the standing crop of forests. Logging the tropical rainforests is
squandering the future for present greed. As the resource is used up, there will be a
worldwide shortage of hardwood and its price will rise sharply for consumers. Much
temperate land not now needed for food should be planted as broadleaved forest,
bringing back the oak, beech and maple that are the natural climax vegetation of in
much of cultivated Europe and North America.
Fish stocks are overexploited because the size of the fleet worldwide is far too large for
the stocks of fish available. This problem will be examined in some depth later. With
good management more fish could be caught at a lower price to the consumer.
The customary taxes on labor tax something both abundant and renewable. Taxes on
finite resources, on the other hand, would contribute to a sustainable future. A tax on
carbon could be beneficial to the environment, and thus to consumers. It would improve
the efficiency with which energy is used, and help to cut the production of greenhouse
gases. This topic will also be examined later.
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Consumers’ organizations are attempting to inform and educate consumers about how
to operate in a more sustainable way. People need reliable and independent information
published, and summarized on an eco-label, about products they might buy. There is
rather inconsistent pressure for more recycling and less packaging. Some packaging is
needed, but much of it is a branch of the advertising industry that consumers could do
without. More fundamentally, goods and services of all kinds could be designed from
scratch with the impact on life support systems in mind.
For consumers to achieve a better balance between the exploitation of resources and the
conservation of the systems that their lives need for support, among the first actions that
should be taken by authorities at every level and by non-governmental voluntary
associations are the following:
to identify policy areas where the welfare of consumers depends on development
being capable of being sustained in the long term;
to organize collaborative working groups of experts in each area, leading to
recommendations for cost-effective action by each authority; and
to suggest priorities, encourage democratic pressure for them, and then act on them
vigorously.

U
SA NE
M SC
PL O
E –
C EO
H
AP LS
TE S
R
S

•
•
•

An example of a policy area that will be increasingly important in trying to achieve a
sustainable system is the initiation of innovation. This has to be the basis for
consumption that can be sustained into the future, and for substitution where resources
become depleted.
-
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