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As the new millennium advances, there is a critical need in the human race to find a unifying vision of nature, man and society. All societies must confront the escalating dilemma of how to continue fiscal growth and improve their quality of life, while minimizing or reversing its harmful effects on a relentlessly deteriorating environment. 

Our society flourishes in times of economic growth, but that growth is fueled by the extraction, exhaustion and destruction of our natural environment. The damage we cause affects other species and the integrity of the global ecological system. No amount of denial will change the science producing compelling proof that we are a chief source of environmental degradation. 

This situation places us in a delicate predicament.  If we dedicate ourselves to economic growth, we inevitably contribute to the destruction of the natural environment. If we wholly commit to the protection of the environment, we endanger our economic growth and the society that it supports. Neither course is optimal but the balance between these extremes is uncharted and treacherous. 

This clash of progress verses the natural world is evident in all societies. It is at its most bitter in industrialized and developing countries, but it is by no means confined to them. For some reason, most people seem to believe that technology is the answer to all problems and new technology will “fix” everything, but the development of new technology is speculative business and not fail-safe. 

The necessity is, then, to alter our global collective dynamic to contain ourselves within sustainability limits and still provide for our required comforts. There is no painless way. To be able alter the forces that have produced the progress/nature problem we must first comprehend them. 

There have been attempts at taking a comprehensive look at the issue. In general the most publicly used venue for this type of research is the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), which was organized by the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP). 

The IPCC reports are published approximately every five or six years. The first report was published in 1990, the second in 1995, the third in 2001 and the most recent IPCC in 2007. The IPCC also produces other reports on a variety of subjects like CO2 sequestering, renewable energy, and land use. The IPCC takes a great deal of scientific information and attempts to make it available to policymakers and other interested parties, with the purpose of providing trustworthy scientific suggestions to governments regarding their environmental policies and its potential ecological and socio-economic costs.  

The broad foundation of this is a very good idea, although there is the awareness that it fails to convey the most accurate information available due to its very conservative approach to modeling parameters.  However it is better than relying on the governments of the world to sponsor there own research considering the manipulations that some governments will attempt if the science is not following the political imperative.  There is plenty of historical evidence to support the premise, that if scientists are producing research that is in opposition to the government stance on the subject, that there will be interference with the dissemination of the information. 

There is a grain of truth in the argument that the cost of “fixing” the environmental problems is greater than the benefits.  Conversely, there are many groups of people that hold the position that cleaning up the environment and returning the greenhouse gas emissions to pre-industrial levels is top priority. While in practicality this is improbable, the sentiment is easily understood.  The belief that humans must undo the damage at whatever cost, is extreme. It is no less extreme than the belief that the world is there to be exploited and it is humanities privilege to do as it sees fit. So how do societies balance the two extremes and what steps are necessary?

It is cliché, but the first step to solving any problem is admitting that there is one. This process is proceeding faster in some sectors than in others. There is no longer any doubt in the scientific community studying climate that global change is occurring. There remains plenty of room for debate on the processes and reason for the change. This unfortunately gets distorted when the information is moved to the public arena. The debate on the processes and impacts is perceived as a lack of consensuses.  This stems from the publics general lack of education about the nature of science and its study.  This hurdle is difficult to overcome without the intervention of people who have the ability to take science, which is a complicated and involved process, and reduce it to a simplified form that doesn’t overwhelm non-scientists. 

While most of the public now accepts that global change is occurring, there is a sense that it is beyond the scope of the individual to make any difference in the process. There is also the sense in the economic sector that global change is the big bad wolf coming to eat all the profits they have worked so hard to build. While the individual may seek ways to ease his or her burden on the environment in small ways, businesses or governments do not take this rout. In fact, the general response of most large businesses and bureaucracies is defensive actions that normally take the form of a cost-benefit analysis.  This sounds more negative than it really is, because this is a reasonable second step of the process. 

Cost-benefit analysis is a relatively simple process at a small scale. For example, a household makes the decision that they want to reduce their effect on the environment. They then figure out if they replace all the light bulbs in the house with fluorescent bulbs instead of incandescent bulbs they will save about fifty dollars a month on the electric bill with the added bonus of not having to buy light bulbs so often. However, fluorescent bulbs are more expensive to buy and they don’t want to throw away the bulbs they have in the house already. Therefore they decide to start buying fluorescent bulbs as the old bulbs burn out and replace them, because it is too expensive to do it all at once. This is a very simple cost-benefit analysis. The maximum benefit for the minimum financial impact is a gradual phasing out of fluorescent lights. 

The factors involved in that simple example are highly limited and that is what makes it such an easy way to explain the process. However the process for a government or a global corporation is not so clear-cut.  Many industries find that the cost of moving to lower impact operations is prohibitive. The steel industry has been using the same method of steel production with only minimal refinements since 1850.  It is incredibly energy intensive and produces great quantities of greenhouse gasses in comparison to other industries, but no one could reasonably suggest shutting down the steel industry.  There is also the strange dichotomy that steel is the most recycled material in the United States, outdoing glass, aluminum, and paper combined.  So each industry must make its own cost-benefit analysis and find ways to move to sustainability, while maintaining its own fiscal integrity. 

This is where the majority of government and businesses are in the process of reducing their footprint. This is a critical stage for most organizations because it is where the commitment to the environment is made or not. There is little some industries, like in steel production, can do to reduce their footprint but the commitment to reduce the impact as much as is feasible is still a worthy objective. Even in industries where the actual production is energy intensive and produces a lot of waste, there are still many ways to regulate the output. Most companies have found ways to go paperless or implemented recycling programs in their workplaces. Many have restricted energy use and made office building more efficient. There are many small changes that can be made that are not particularly different then the changes made by consumers. But in the business world such changes can have far more dramatic effect because of the scope of the operations.  However, there is a cost to doing business and the economic imperatives that organizations like that have drive most of their decision-making. There is no moral reasoning in corporate America there is only the bottom line. This is why many industries refuse to take any proactive actions that advance them ahead of the legally required policy. There is, in the eyes of the accountants, no economic imperative to invest the money in cleaner technology. Such investment will not return its worth in good public relations or in efficiency. 

The government functions on a significantly different timescale, but governments also have very specific problems that corporations don’t have. Politics play a role in corporations, but they are not its driving force. In governments the driving force is politics and economics is a secondary concern. Especially in a democracy where we can guarantee that the people in office now will probably not be there ten years from now. In this situation, changes must be swift, decisive and irreversible, when they can occur at all. If this is not the case then there is a significant chance that the next administration will fail to enforce or reverse the action. 

The paths that must be followed by the two types of organizations are very different but the way to change them is the same. It is up to the public and the individual to make the decision. In a democracy, one must vote for the candidate that best fits the voters’ priorities and when it is not the campaign season a responsible citizen must communicate with there elected representatives to make it clear how they feel about certain issues including the environment. This is the responsibility of every voter and the duty of its citizens. As a consumer one must also make the active choice to support companies that make the hard economic choice to reduce their footprint. 

The perception of choice about whether organizations will become more proactive about their effect on the environment is a illusory one. There will be action taken on all sides because the economic imperatives will eventually show that the price of denial is far beyond the socially acceptable risk level. With this knowledge in mind, is it more beneficial for organizations to take the stance that procrastination will make the situation poorer and also increase the negative impact to their profits the longer that they continue to avoid the issue. Plainly put, their hesitance is only making their problem worse.

So there is no doubt that the economic impact of global change will be significant both to corporations and to government. It is also equally certain that both organizations must respond to the change. What is not so certain is the exact path that the organizations may take. However there is no question that whether they choose to ignore global change or not, there will be serious economic repercussions. One might hope that this will quickly become clear so as to avoid the negative impact that the scientific community is franticly warning them about. There is a great deal of positive potential if the warnings and suggestions are heeded, but there is also the significant chance that the scientific predictions will be ignored in favor of temporary gains. However, that is a short-term gratification hides more long-term damage, so the choices of the individual industries become increasingly important.
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