6 .
Ecological Utilization Space:
Operationalizing Sustainability

Finn Arler

Ever since “sustainability” was introduced as the main concept in the
modern debate on environmental protection, it has been criticized for its
vagueness. It needs to be made more “operational,” the critics argue;
otherwise it will end up as yet another fancy catchword with an inde-
terminate meaning. It is necessary to give it a more specific content in
order to be able to use it in the decision-making process. We have to
know exactly which restrictions it puts on our ambitions. This must be
a case for neutral and value-free experts who can tell us in detail how
far we can go before we overstep the line between sustainable and unsus-
tainable ways of living. When this is settled, we can carry on with all the
things we prefer to do within the specified limits.

In this chapter I will focus on one, or rather, as we will see later, two
proposals on how to operationalize sustainability through the introduc-
tion of the so-called ecological utilization space. First, however, I will
present a short version of a fairly well-known story about modern life.
This story will set the stage for the demand for operationalization. It is
an important story to tell, because it constitutes part of the basis on
which many decisions are built, especially in relation to environmental
questions.

Modern Life and Personal Free Scope

In modern societies we all, or at least many of us, find it important to
preserve an appropriate degree of personal freedom or autonomy. We
want to have a certain scope within which we can act in accordance with
our own personal conception of the good life. We want to be able to
dismiss forms of interference that we have not asked for and that we do
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not find helpful and inspiring in our personal lives. Nobody else should
be able to determine our personal priorities and life choices. This is our
own business. We may all be seeking happiness and the good life, but
we despise paternalistic individuals who intrude in our affairs and
attempt to dictate how we should live our lives. We want to do things
our own way.

Consequently, we are all keen on establishing and preserving individ-
ual rights of noninterference. Neither the central state nor our fellow cit-
izens should be allowed to intrude in our lives against our will, nor
should they have the right to require us to live in accordance with values
and ideals that we do not share, or that we have not accepted volunta-
rily. We simply want them to stay off our backs. This is a two-way street,
of course. As long as other people are not interfering with our lives, we
will not interfere with theirs. They are allowed to have a free sphere,
too, similar to our own, where they can act in accordance with their per-
sonal values and ideals. If we want to, we can combine our spheres of
activity, form friendships and voluntary associations, and live a common
life together with other people. We do not want to be forced into any-
thing, however. We want to share our lives with the people we love and
care for, or share values and ideals with, and nobody should be able to
order us to do anything else. Nor will we order other people to live their
lives in ways they would never choose for themselves.

In this sense, we see each other as equals, as human beings whose indi-
vidual freedom, autonomy, or self-determination cannot be considered
as just one more particular value among many others. It must be seen
as a transcendental value, the impersonal prerequisite for all personal
values. It is therefore overriding in comparison to all the specific values
related to the particular conceptions of the good life. The protection of
individual freedom always comes first. Nothing can overrule it, because
no specific earthbound values can move upward into the transcendental
realm, where the basic rules of the game are settled. Protection of the
right, the moral law of noninterference, is always a prerequisite to the
enhancement of any kind of good.

If no reasons can be given for deviations from equality in the tran-
scendental realm of rights, individuals of future generationis must be
given the very same status as those in the present generation. It does
not seem possible to state any impersonal reasons for granting special
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privileges to individuals currently alive. Everybody must be treated as
equals, no matter where or when they live. Like current individuals,
future individuals ought to have their own free scope to act within in
accordance with their personal ideals and values.

This is a very general outline of the story of modern life. It is not the
full story, but it is a story with enough truth in it that it has set the agenda
for many discussions about environmental regulation and environmen-
tal politics (as well as for many other kinds of discussions, of course).
Many people are eager to find a way of dealing with environmental issues
that does not force them to take a stand on questions of value (apart
from the transcendental value of personal freedom), because value ques-
tions are seen as personal, difficult, and basically subjective matters. In
this kind of setting “operationalization” is bound to become a critical
term. Modern bureaucrats and state officials are looking for neutral and
impersonal methods that make it possible to operationalize a concept
like “sustainability,” leaving all questions of value to be dealt with in the
personal realm. They want to find a solution that is impersonal and
neutral with respect to all the conflicting personal values and concep-
tions of the good.

In the English-speaking world, the effort to operationalize has mainly
been interpreted in economic terms. I will return to this later. In various
European countries, however, including my own country, Denmark, a
new concept was introduced in the mid-1990s as another means of
solving the problem of operationalization, the problem of remaining
neutral with regard to values and conceptions of the good life: the
idea of “ecological utilization space” (or “ecological scope,” or “envi-
ronmental space”). It is a bit difficult to trace the origin of the idea,
but the German Wuppertal Institute has been one of its main promoters.
The concept is closely related to various other older concepts
like, for instance, “carrying capacity,” which had been used by forestry
economists for decades before it was adopted in various United Nations
reports at least as far back as the early 1980s, the Dutch concept of
“ecocapacity,” and, beyond that, the Canadian idea of measuring “the
ecological footprint.”> Other sources could be acknowledged as well.
In the discussion below, however, I will mainly be dealing with the
definition of the concept used by the Danish Ministry of Environment
and Energy, a definition fairly close to the one used in a report from the
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Wuppertal Institute, sponsored by the European section of Friends of the
Earth.

Ecological Utilization Space

Let us take a look, then, at these definitions. In the Wuppertal report the
concept is introduced in the following way: “The amounts of energy,
water, land, non-renewable resources and forests which can be used
without reducing the possibilities of future generations is called the eco-
logical utilization space.” The report continues a little later: “Principles
of equality and social justice are incorporated into the concept ‘ecolog-
ical utilization space per person’ by distributing the permissible use of
resources equally among everybody.”? Both neutrality and equality are
thus maintained in the definition. The distribution is based on simple
equality, and concepts like “possibilities” and “uses” are employed in a
way that leaves no trace of values.

Every fourth year the Danish Ministry of Environment and Energy
publishes a broad exposition or statement of the results from the pre-
ceding years and of the plans for the years to follow. In the 1995 edition
the concept of ecological utilization space was given a fairly prominent
place. The definition of the concept was quite close to the one in the
Wuppertal report: “The ecological utilization space [gkologisk rdderum]
is defined—from a global point of view—as the amount of natural
resources (air, water, land, minerals, energy sources, nature areas, plants,
animals, and so on) that can be used per year without preventing future
generations from having access to the same amount and quality. Every
human being shall have a right to his or her part of the ecological uti-
lization space.” The statement then continues with the following sen-
tence, which gives the concept a somewhat different meaning, and which
I will return to later: “Everybody should have a chance to reach the level
of material welfare that the ecological utilization space and the techno-
logical capacity allow.”* In the first part of the definition we find the
same insistence on equality as in the Wuppertal report, and even though
the loaded term quality is applied, the standards against which the
quality is to be evaluated are not made clear, so the neutrality demand
cannot be said to have been violated.
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One can, accordingly, find two basic points behind both approaches
to the concept of ecological utilization space. The first is epistemologi-
cal. It is assumed that politically neutral experts using value-free natural
science methods can specify the ecological utilization space. In the
Danish governmental exposition it is explicitly seen as a virtue of the
concept that it defines “a possible way of operationalizing the environ-
mental demands of sustainable development.”S We need natural science
to tell us exactly how far we can go before we begin to act unsustain-
ably. It is like walking on the edge of a cliff on a foggy day: one wrong
step and we fall, and only scientists can see where the edge really is
through their instruments. Society is sustainable as long as it stays within
the proper limits. If it moves beyond these limits, future generations will
end up on a lower plateau with fewer resources where they have less
free scope than present generations. This way it seems possible to avoid
value questions. The only presumed value is the transcendental value of
autonomy. Everybody can behave as they please, in accordance with
their own personal values, as long as they stay within their own ecologi-
cal space. This space is defined by natural scientists without reference to
any particular conception of the good.

The second assumption is ethical. It states that the distribution of
natural resources ought to be based on a principle of (simple) equality,
because value-free, deontological ethics cannot discriminate between
people. In the Wuppertal report this is stressed several times. It is a sep-
arate goal to secure “just and equal access to the resources for all human
beings,”¢ now and in the future. The report refers explicitly to Kant’s
categorical imperative as the philosophical basis of the claim. The Danish
exposition agrees on this point: each and every human being should have
an equal right to his or her share of the ecological utilization space. We
must leave the “same amount and quality” to future generations—a
distant echo of the Lockean proviso to leave “enough and as good” for
others, but not quite the same, as we shall see shortly. This is all very
much in line with the story of modern life. If there is no common con-
ception of the good, and if there is only a limited amount of goods or
resources, it makes sense to say that we should supply each person, now
and in the future, with an equal right to utilize the same amount of each
and every kind of resource as everybody else.
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Can the Limits of Sustainability Be Determined by Value-Free Science?

Let us take a closer look at the two assumptions. We begin with the
epistemological assumption that natural science by itself, and in a
value-free way, can determine the limits we have to stay within in
order to remain sustainable—that is, in order to leave similar resources
for future generations to use. The best way to test the assumption is to
see how well it works in the specific analysis of different kinds of
resources.

Nonrenewable Resources

There are various kinds of resources. A basic distinction is the one
between renewable and nonrenewable resources. In the first case the limit
is set by the flow per unit of time; in the second case the limit is set by
the total stock. The distinction is somewhat blurred, but we do not have
to worry about that here.” Let us just stick to the well-known distinc-
tion, and begin with the nonrenewable resources. Can natural science
tell us how much we can use in order to leave the “same amount and
quality” for future generations? It does seem that we face a serious dif-
ficulty right from the start. If these resources are nonrenewable, and if
human beings are going to stay on earth for a long time, how can we be
entitled to use anything at all? As long as we do not know how much
longer humans will exist (and even natural science cannot answer that
question), we cannot set the limit. If we assume that there will be humans
alive thousands and thousands of years from now, from the stated prem-
ises we will have to conclude that we cannot use anything at all—at least
not relatively limited resources like fossil fuels. (We did not need much
natural science to reach that conclusion.)

A bad start, indeed, but let us change the premises a little. Instead of
talking about the “same amount and quality,” let us make use of the
Lockean proviso and say that there should be “enough and as good”
left. In this case we have an extra opportunity: if we (now or within the
foreseeable future) can fully replace a limited resource with another one,
we are allowed to use all of the resource up. In this case, “enough” means
enough until a substitute is found that is just as good. For instance, if
there are other energy sources that are just as good as fossil fuels in every
important respect, we are entitled to use the fossil fuels without disre-
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garding future generations (at least as long as we are only talking about
fossil fuels as a resource question).

Can we now leave it to the natural sciences to operationalize the
concept of sustainability? Before we accept the offer, we should consider
a couple of disturbing problems. The first problem is the word good,
which is included in the Lockean proviso. If we are to avoid the discus-
sion of values, what are we going to do with good? This is obviously
one of those four-letter words we are told not to use. When we dropped
the phrase “same amount and quality,” the reason was that it imposed
too many limitations, and we replaced it with “enough and as good,”
because this allowed us to make various substitutions. In each case,
however, we will have to ask whether the substitute is good enough. This
is a major problem.

Let us look at alternatives for fossil fuels, for instance. Which other
energy sources would count as good enough? Is nuclear power good
enough, even though we will be leaving radioactive waste, which will be
potentially dangerous to human beings and other living creatures for
thousands of years? Is hydraulic power good enough, even if we have to
flood some beautiful or historically significant valleys and block the
salmon pathways? Are windmills good enough, even though some people
find that they disturb the scenery? Is natural science really capable of set-
tling such issues on its own? Of course, it is not. There are obviously
value questions involved of the kind, which were transported to the free
scopes of individuals in the story of modern life.

A similar problem turns up when we try to estimate the total amount
of nonrenewable resources. Figure 6.1 depicts the so-called McKelvey
box, used by the U.S. Geological Survey (and many other geological insti-
tutions around the world) to classify resources. The disturbing issue is
not only that there is much uncertainty about the total amount of a
certain nonrenewable resource (the x-axis problem), but even more that
the estimate depends on factors foreign to natural science (the y-axis
problem). The question of how much can be used how quickly without
disregarding future generations cannot be answered without answering
a couple of other questions, which are difficult to deal with via the
methods of natural science.

The estimates depend on two factors. First, there is a technological
factor. When technology improves, more resources will be discovered
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Identified resources Undiscovered resources
Démonstrated Inferred
Measured | Indicated Hypothetical | Speculative
Economic RESERVES
Sub- Para- RESOURCES
economic | marginal
Sub-
marginal
Figure 6.1

The McKelvey box, classifying mineral resources (U.S. Geological Survey/Bureau
of Mines)

and more will become accessible. Estimates are made from a specific
point in history, however, and it is impossible to predict future techno-
logical improvements. Second, there is an economic factor, or, to be more
precise, a priority factor: some potential resources will never be used
because they are too costly to extract and utilize. “Too costly” is an
expression of estimates, however, which lies beyond the scope of natural
science. These estimates have to be imported from types of discourse that
lie beyond ordinary natural science. In the McKelvey box, the estimates
are imported from economics. We will see later that this choice of con-
ceptual framework can hardly be called accidental. Still, the basic point
is that we are faced with weightings including value judgments, which
cannot be arrived at using the ordinary methods of natural science.

Renewable Resources

Let us now turn to the renewable resources and see if natural science is
able to do any better here. In contrast to the nonrenewable resources, it
is not the total stock of resources that sets the limit, but the potential
flow per unit of time. We cannot utilize more resources than those
flowing through the system. We may thus be able to establish some
general demands that should not be violated. First, the exploitation rate
should never be higher than the regeneration rate. Forests should not be
utilized beyond their net production, fish should not be caught more
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quickly than the shoals can regenerate, and so on. Second, emissions
should never be so great that the ecosystems receiving the emissions
cannot neutralize them. CO, emissions should never exceed the sinks’
absorption capacity; the release of nitrogen from agriculture should
never exceed the denitrification rate, and so on. In economic terms, the
capital stock should not be reduced, wherefore the rate of exploitation
should never exceed the rate of regeneration, which can be compared
with the rate of interest.

In some cases, however, we can move beyond the rate of regeneration
for some time. We may, for instance, for a period of time catch more fish
than the rate of reproduction seems to allow, as long as the shoal does
not disappear altogether. For a number of years there will be fewer fish
to catch—in other words, a smaller flow of resources—but the trans-
gression of the regeneration rate is possible for a while. In other cases,
unfortunate side effects may occur, but this does not make transgressions
impossible. Eutrophication of lakes and watercourses results in unfortu-
nate changes, but there is nothing absolute about this process. We can
live with lower water quality, even if the salmon cannot. There are a few
cases, of course, where we simply cannot move even temporarily beyond
the limit. For instance, there is only so much solar energy coming in
through the atmosphere, and we cannot possibly transgress the upper
limit. We cannot live without the benefits solar energy brings us, and we
cannot replace solar energy with anything else either. However, there are
only a few similar cases (if any), and these cases do not seem to be among
the most urgent ones.

Can natural science set limits here without making value judgments?
The answer cannot be anything but negative. We will be facing exactly
the same kinds of difficulties as in the case of nonrenewable resources.
Some resources can be replaced, whereas tampering with others may lead
to unfortunate consequences, but these unfortunate consequences are
seldom so damaging that we cannot live with them. There are definitely
some upper limits (we could not keep on living, for instance, if we were
the only species left), but there are lots of reasons to react long before
we even get close to such limits. Or, if the word reasons is not consid-
ered acceptable in relation to value, let us just say that there are enough
value preferences around to motivate reactions long before we get even
close to these absolute limits.
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In figure 6.2, I have tried to present an overview of the different
kinds of resources discussed above. In the entrances to the left I have
separated nonrenewable resources from the two kinds of renewable
resources. In the entrances at the top I have separated cases where
the transgression of limits is impossible, no matter which values one
subscribes to, from cases where replacement is possible with compara-
ble alternatives, and cases where transgressions are unfortunate because

of some foreseeable consequences. Some of the examples I have included
in the figure could be placed in more than one room (there is, for
instance, some upper limit on how much biodiversity can be reduced

Transgression| Transgression| Transgression unforiunate
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{vaiue-free by
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minerals loss of species)| losses of local
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The possibility of transgression of limits in relation to the different kinds of

resources
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without putting the survival of our own species at risk), but this is only
a minor problem. What I hope to show is that only a few resources
have to be included in the column where the transgression of limits
is absolutely impossible.

My conclusion is that it is not possible to “operationalize” the concept
of sustainability by the use of natural science methods alone. There are
too many value judgments involved. We may not be able to conclude in
general that there is no way at all to operationalize the concept, but it
seems obvious that it cannot be done by the ordinary methods of natural
science.® There may be other possibilities, and I will deal with one of
them below. Before I do that, though, let us take a look at the second
assumption behind the idea of determining an ecological utilization
space: the ethical assumption that the utilization space should be dis-
tributed on an equal basis.

Simple Equality as Distributive Criterion?

Simple equality is the criterion we use whenever we have no good rea-
sons for making distinctions. This is the case with resources as well as
with persons. If persons are considered simply to be persons as such,
autonomous beings living a life in accordance with their own personal
values, and nothing else, and if we are not allowed to judge which
kind of life is most valuable, everybody must be treated as equals.
As long as there are no common values or standards, we cannot dis-
criminate between people. Similarly, if value judgments are not allowed
to enter into the distributive scheme, all resources, together with
potential resources, must be treated on an equal footing. If we
cannot make judgments about the good (life) and its ingredients, it
does seem quite reasonable to say that each and every kind of good or
resource must be left for future generations in exactly the same amount
as today. As soon as we say that it is more important to preserve one
kind of resource over another, we make value claims of a kind that,
according to the story of modern life, only belongs in the private sphere.
Therefore, each person ought to have (access to) exactly the same
amount as everybody else of every single kind of resource, which he or
she is allowed to use in accordance with his or her personal values or
private preferences.
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Let us begin with the second premise, the equality of resources, which
seems to be the easiest one to deal with. We do not have to think very
far about consequences before we realize that it is quite absurd to claim
that we should leave each and every kind of thing in exactly the same
state and amount in order to be able to let future generations have (access
to) exactly the same potential resource for their activities, not knowing
which kinds of tastes the future will bring. First, it is simply impossible
to fully comply with the claim. Natural changes inevitably occur that we
cannot control, and we cannot even function ourselves if we are forced
to keep everything in exactly the same state forever. We have no alter-
native but to give priority to the resources we consider most important,
and to leave others in a state of constant change.

Second, when trying to establish priorities, we have to recognize that
some resources, or potential resources, are simply too worthless to pre-
serve, or even less desirable than that. Theoretically we could imagine a
world, of course, where people would get a kick out of getting, say,
malaria, or where it would be a status symbol to have chemical waste
barrels piled up in the backyard. These scenarios are not likely, however,
and I must confess that, like Avner de-Shalit,” I find it difficult to see
myself committed to leaving those hypothetical individuals the necessary
resources for their peculiar, unpredictable, and probably short-lived kind
of lifestyle. There may be fewer tons of a specific kind of toxic bacteria
in the world than there are of gold, but my hope and my guess is that
future generations will be grateful to us for leaving them the gold, not
the bacteria.

To avoid these absurd consequences without leaving the story of
modern life with its demand for operationalization, we have to find a
neutral way of dealing with valuations of resources. The solution usually
chosen by people eager to operationalize sustainability is to let money
become the common standard,™ thus letting economics get in through
the backdoor. I will return to some of the consequences of this approach
in the next section.

Until then, let us return to the first of the two premises, the equal right
of persons to the same amount of each and every resource, which they
can use in accordance with their private conceptions of a good life. Is
this a reasonable claim? First of all, it does not seem very sensible to give
everybody exactly the same kinds of things, if they have different needs
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and wants. I do not know what to do with my amount of plutonium,
for instance, and I would rather not have it at all. I am not even sure
that I would be able to do much with my shares of iron or mercury—
apart from selling them, of course. I do have a garden, so I would like
to have at least some of the earthworms, but if I were living in an apart-
ment, I think I would feel better without them.

Second, in a dynamic society any initial distribution will soon be
changed when people begin to use and exchange their resources in dif-
ferent ways. Some are hard-working people constantly trying to improve
their lot and acquire more goods, whereas others prefer to have fewer
material goods if this gives them more free time. Some have special
talents that make it possible to get something extra out of their share,
whereas others are less talented. Most people would probably exchange
a large part of their resources with others, and these exchanges would
almost automatically make some people’s shares more valuable than
those of others. It would, in principle, be possible to redistribute the
resources, say, once a year, but it does not seem fair to those who have
put great effort into maximizing their share just to transfer it to the lazy
ones, nor does it seem reasonable to nullify all exchanges of resources
once a year (they would then have to be repeated again after the redis-
tribution). Moreover, these recurring redistributions would obviously
contradict the idea behind the story of modern life, by restricting the
long-term opportunities within individuals’ private spheres.

To avoid such absurdities it seems necessary to make some changes in
the equality claim. There are at least two possible strategies, if we want
to keep on having the possibility of operationalizing sustainability. The
first is to talk about communities instead of individuals. In this case, it
is not future individuals who are entitled to the same amount and quality
of resources as current individuals. Instead, it is future communities that
are entitled to the same amount and quality as current communities.
One of the advantages of talking about communities—nations, for
instance—instead of individuals is that there will be a broader spectrum
of preferences and needs, so that it is more likely that there will
be some preferences and needs corresponding to each kind of resource.
This way we also avoid futile discussions about how many people
are going to exist in the future and who they will be. If it is communi-
ties we are talking about, it does not matter exactly how many people
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they include, nor whether the individuals will be different when differ-
ent decisions are made.!! Furthermore, the choice of distributive criteria
would be more open within each single generation: the simple equality
criterion could be supplied with criteria like merit, needs, abilities, luck,
and so on.”?

One of the disadvantages, however, when seen from the standpoint of
the story of modern life is that there is no guarantee that each indi-
vidual will receive a share that can be considered equal, or at least equi-
table, as compared with those of others. In fact, there is an obvious
problem of measuring equality: how are we to compare the relative value
of different resources, if everybody has a unique set of preferences? This
problem could be solved, though, if we changed the original claim and
said that, instead of an equal share, the average future individual would
only be entitled to an equal opportunity to have an average share.
Another disadvantage is that the inevitable valuations—that is, the deter-
mination of what can be considered “enough and as good”—will have
to be made on the communal level, if we choose to focus on the com-
munity only. But this would run counter to the story of modern life,
which only allows private valuations.

Both these problems can be solved most easily, though, if we accept
a second possible change in the equality claim: letting economics in
through the backdoor again, and saying that all individuals should not
have an equal right to the same amount of all the particular resources,
but only an equal opportunity to obtain the same amount of generalized
resources—that is, money, which they can exchange for whatever kinds
of goods and services they prefer. This way of changing the claim is very
much in line with the second part of the definition of ecological utiliza-
tion space in the statement from the Danish government: “Everybody
should have a chance to reach the level of material welfare that the [now:
common] ecological utilization space and the technological capacity
allow.”3 Material welfare can thus be interpreted as just another term
for generalized resources, or money to spend. This can also be seen to
be in line with the Wuppertal report, which recommends that the price
system should be changed in a way that makes it possible to reflect the
“true value” of environmental resources.™* In a system where everything
is valued at its “true price,” there does not seem to be any need to pre-
serve and distribute each and every resource separately.
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In this case, the claim is that every individual now and in the future
should have an equal opportunity to reach the same average level of
material welfare—that is, to acquire the same amount of money {(or eco-
nomic value)—as the average person in the current generation. This does
not imply anything like the utopian demand that every single person in
the future should be granted the right to have and to keep the same
amount of money as the average person of today, no matter what his or
her priorities are, but only that average future individuals should have
the same opportunities as current average individuals, leaving it up to
them whether they are interested in taking advantage of these opportu-
nities or not.

This is evidently a flexible clause that can be interpreted in quite a few
ways, but one fairly obvious interpretation would be to combine both
of the two previously described ways of changing the equality claim, and
thus continue talking about communities as well as of economics. We
are then left with the claim that the community as a whole should con-
tinue to be as well off economically as today (or maybe that the average
future individual should have at least the same opportunity as current
average individuals to obtain average portions of the common pie).'* This
way, however, the demand to operationalize the concept of sustainabil-
ity turns into exactly the kind of claim that neoclassical welfare econo-
mists prefer. In the next section, I will consider where this will take us.

Letting Economics in

Some of the objections I have offered to the concept of ecological uti-
lization space have also been stated in slightly different ways by various
Danish (as well as many other) economists.'* They draw the conclusion
that this concept has little validity or utility, and that the notion of eco-
nomic sustainability gives us a much better foundation for the opera-
tionalization of sustainability. This position seems to be playing an
increasingly prominent role in the Danish debate, more so than I would
have believed possible just a few years ago.!” Thus, it seems necessary to
take a closer look at the assumptions we will have to accept (or shall I
say: buy), if we let neoclassical welfare economics in through the back-
door. As will be clear in the following paragraphs, these assumptions fit
extremely well with the story of modern life.
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Basically, as in the story of modern life, all goods are considered to be
goods simply because they are useful for satisfying preferences. All values
can be reduced to, or at least can be dealt with as if they are, expres-
sions of private preferences or emotional stances of varying intensity.
People’s preferences and emotional perceptions are revealed by the
choices they make. Some people have a strong preference for coffee or
the survival of the blue whale, others do not, and matters of preference,
taste, and emotion cannot be discussed rationally but only recorded as
matters of fact. Everybody seeks to obtain the greatest possible satisfac-
tion of preferences, in accordance with a unique set of private emotions
related to various conceptions of the good life.

Common decisions must accordingly be based on the assumption that
the private consumer is sovereign in his or her choice of goods. Com-
munities are best understood as collections of private individuals, and
they do not have any independent goals apart from maximizing the
satisfaction of preferences. If common decisions are to be rational,
they must therefore be conceived of as optimal aggregations of private
choices. Whichever social welfare function one prefers, it has to be based
on individualistic assumptions: economists “generally assume consumer
sovereignty. That is, each individual’s utility ... is determined by that
person’s own judgments, not the judgments of society more generally.”?
Sustainability therefore means leaving future generations “the option or
the capacity to be as well off as we are,” or “to leave behind a general-
ized capacity to create well-being”? (which future generations can
make use of or not). We cannot be specific about exactly which goods
to leave behind, because we do not know the tastes of future individu-
als, and we are not allowed to interfere with them—*it is none of our
business.”

The total quantity of goods is limited, however, and it is necessary to
make choices and trade-offs. Everything has a price, and nothing has an
infinite price. Nothing is so important, so useful in satisfying preferences,
that it cannot be exchanged or replaced with something else: “Goods
and services can be substituted for one another. If you don’t eat one
species of fish, you can eat another species of fish. Resources are, to use
a favorite word of economists, fungible in a certain sense. They can take
the place of each other. That is extremely important because it suggests
that we do not owe to the future any particular thing. There is no spe-
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cific object that the goal of sustainability, the obligation of sustainabil-
ity, requires us to leave untouched.”?! All goods and resources can be
replaced and will be replaced as soon as the price is right. A consensus
exists among most economists, we are told, that lack of one resource in
most—if not all—cases can be fully compensated for by the presence of
other resources.”? All kinds of natural and cultural “capital” must be
dealt with on an equal basis.

The measuring rod for the value of all kinds of resources is economic
value or money.? Natural and cultural capital are simply various kinds
of exchangeable capital, and they can all be measured by the same
denominator: the market price. This way comparability across resources
and preferences is made possible. If the market mechanism is working
freely without external interference, the market price is an expression of
the average intensity of present preferences toward it, and therefore of
the good’s expected utility value, or preference satisfaction value. It is a
completely neutral measure that operates in real life. It is not the econ-
omists who value the environment; it is the sovereign consumers them-
selves. In this sense the methods of economists appears to be completely
free of value judgments: they only “observe that individuals have pref-
erences . . . and that those preferences are held with varying degrees of
intensity.”?*

The economic value of preferred goods that for some reason are not
or cannot be exchanged on the market (so that the related preferences
cannot be represented) has to be fixed methodologically—using
“Willingness To Pay” or “Willingness To Accept™ surveys or by exam-
ining the various indirect ways in which the goods can be said to be
valued economically by private consumers (prevention costs, replace-
ment costs, wage differences, property price effects, travel expenses, and
so on).” This way the direct-use values, indirect-use values, option
values, and existence values not registered directly on the market can be
brought within the horizon of the private consumers—for example, by
taxing goods and services that have a negative impact on these exter-
nalities. The right taxes (the so-called Pigovian optimum taxes) are those
that reflect the true external costs best: “The purpose of economic eval-
uation is to reveal the true costs of using up scarce environmental
resources. . . . Valuation is essential if the scale of the tax or the strength
of the regulation is to be determined.”2¢ However, to obtain accurate, not
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just virtual or indirectly estimated prices, ways of getting all goods into
the market should be considered insofar as possible—for example,
through privatizing goods that are still common property, or by issuing
marketable pollution or utilization permits, marketable preservation
bonds on threatened species and ecosystems, and so on.

Although various welfare functions can be described, most welfare
economists would argue that common decisions should be oriented
toward obtaining the greatest amount of utility, or preference satisfac-
tion, or welfare as measured in economic terms. Or the decisions should
comply with the Pareto or Kaldor/Hicks optimality principles—that is,
all the projects should be promoted that can make somebody better off
economically without making anybody else worse off, or, if some people
do suffer a loss, it should, in principle, be possible to offer them eco-
nomically appropriate compensation that does not eat up all of the extra
benefit. Or they should comply with the principle behind Coase’s
theorem: in all situations with potentially conflicting interests, the one
solution should be sought (through negotiation or otherwise) that gives
all affected parties the greatest advantage and, in principle, nobody any
disadvantages. If all goods and services were privatized, and all benefits
and costs therefore had specified prices, the market would deal with this
problem automatically. Consequently, there would be no significant dif-
ferences between the various criteria.

There is yet another important feature connected to this way of oper-
ationalizing sustainability: future goods have to be discounted in accor-
dance with the present market rate of interest. Otherwise suboptimal
decisions will be made, giving inappropriate priority to projects that
bring fewer economic benefits than the more profitable ones. Without
discounting, environmental investments will replace other and more
profitable investments to an unreasonable degree: “The criterion for
optimal social and economic development is that the marginal total ben-
efits from the different investments should be equal regardless of what
the investments are aiming at. In other words, the social discount rate
should be equal for all investments. . . . Discounting is necessary in order
to compare costs and benefits at different time periods. Attempts to avoid
discounting or to apply a different discount rate for climate measures
[or other environmental investments] than for other investments will
inevitably result in an inefficient policy.”?

==?_=

Ecological Utilization Space 173

This is not simply a matter of pure time preference, putting higher
value on current than on future preference satisfactions. This would run
counter to the claim that everybody, now and in the future, should be
considered as equals. The basic point is that future generations will be
better off as well, if current generations invest in projects that yield the
highest returns. If all goods were truly priced and discounted appropri-
ately, sustainability would be just another word for “economic optimal-
ity.” The main reason the average rate of interest is positive, in spite of
the fact that nonrenewable resources are being used up, is that technol-
ogy is improving, becoming more efficient, and giving access to new
resources, so that future people can also be expected to become richer
than the current generations. The combination of resources will be dif-
ferent, but the aggregated amount, measured in common equivalents,
will be larger. It would therefore be irrational and inequitable for current
generations to make sacrifices for the sake of future generations.

Operationalization Reconsidered

Can economy do the job of operationalizing sustainability in a neutral
way? I have to admit that I have never met an economist who did not
have any reservations at all about the use of economic calculation in rela-
tion to problems like, say, the increasing greenhouse effect—that is, prob-
lems stretching out not just a few decades, but centuries into the future.
All the economists I have met tend to believe that these problems lie at
the border of, or way beyond, the capacity of economic science, though
they usually believe that economic analysis can enlighten certain aspects
of the problem.

To illustrate the absurdities a straightforward economic analysis can
end up with in long-range problematics, the Danish economist Alex
Dubgaard has calculated how much the flooding of Denmark caused by
an increased greenhouse effect 500 years from now would cost, when
ordinary calculation methods are used (cutrent valuations, current rate
of interest, and so on). His result is that a fair compensation to future
generations would be to make an investment on the order of $8 or the
value of a fried chicken meal with potato chips—$8 for a country that
people have been willing to die for.2® One must be very fond of the eco-
nomic paradigm if one cannot see any absurdity in this.
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Consider another case where a resource fundamental to human sur-
vival—freshwater, for instance—is likely to disappear 500 years from
now if a certain project is accepted. If current water prices, based on
current preferences for (and availability of) water, are used in the calcu-
lations, the project would probably not have to be extremely profitable
in order to pass the sustainability test. It does not seem to be too much
of a consolation that when people begin to die from the water shortages,
they will be extremely rich. The problems in this case are related to a
problem inherent in the economic method: the lack of information about
future values, preferences, and prices. A “true” calculation has to include
all valuations, now and in the future. This is impossible, of course, but
the use of current valuations will not even give us an approximately reli-
able account, if the circumstances are going to change as radically as the
economists themselves expect when they discount the future. If future
generations are really going to be as rich as the use of the current rate
of interest suggests, one can easily imagine that their values and prefer-
ences will be quite different from those of current people. Judging from
current trends, it seems quite likely, for example, that they will value
environmental goods and unspoiled nature areas much more highly than
is the case today.? The inclusion of such guesses about future preferences
in the economic calculus would probably undermine its claim to scien-
tific validity, however, and these guesses would definitely undermine its
claim to be a necessary decision-making instrument. There seems little
need for its calculations if all the basic valuations on which the calcula-
tions are based are totally hypothetical.

For these and similar reasons, most economists are hesitant when
asked to make economic cost-benefit calculations that include valuations
of goods and circumstances that will exist more than a couple of decades
from now, especially when a large array of goods and activities needs to
be included. It may be argued that the picture I am presenting is one of
a strawperson or a scapegoat. Few economists appear ready to walk the
plank and say that sustainability can be fully operationalized by eco-
nomic methods. Most of them agree that there are at least some critical
resources that lie beyond their own sphere of application—resources not
exchangeable in the same way as the less critical kinds of goods.

Still, the conviction is widespread that it is necessary or appropriate
to try to find some “objective” and “operational” measures and indica-
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tors of sustainability in relation to the critical resources—that is, mea-
sures and indicators independent of any conception of the good life. In
cases where economists cannot meet the challenge, scientists step in
instead. While economists continue to make calculations concerning
exchangeable and replaceable resources, scientists look for “operational
indicators” related to critical resources like the resilience or robustness
of ecosystems, or the capacity of resistance in the human body. This way
economists and natural scientists seem to be able to divide up the various
kinds of resources between themselves—the exchangeable resources go
to the economists, the critical ones to the natural scientists——and the def-
inition of sustainability can continue to be neutral and avoid the pitfall
of value judgments about the components of the good life.?

This line of argument is still not fully convincing, however. There
seems to be an important omission. Take the flooding of Denmark again.
This is not a problem of survival in a biological sense. The citizens can
move somewhere else. As a country, Denmark is not a critical resource
in the sense describe. Is it an exchangeable resource, then? Can the dis-
appearance of a country really be fully compensated for in terms of
money? Can countries be bought and sold as exchangeable resources?
If the answer is negative, it seems that we have to take a third kind of
resources into account. These resources are neither easily exchangeable
nor critical in terms of survival. Let me call them “unique resources.”3!

Unique resources are resources so important to us in one way
or another that their disappearance would cause a profound sense of
loss and serious damage to our sense of who we are. They cannot
easily be replaced by something else, nor bought and sold in an ordinary
bargain, because they are loaded with meanings that are more or less
crucial, not for our survival as biological creatures, but for our
identity. These resources make up the cultural and natural heritage that
is fundamental to the way we understand ourselves and that we are
proud to pass on to our descendents. In a physical sense we can live
without them, but we may be losing some basic part of ourselves once
we begin to sell out.

Many economists would say that if the price is high enough, the unique
resources will turn into exchangeable resources. There is some truth in
this, of course, as long as there are enough comparable goods left or
similar goods to buy instead. In Rome, for instance, the citizens are
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forced to set priorities in preserving the relics of the past. The heritage
of the ancient world is so extensive that not all of it can receive the care
it deserves. People may even have to sacrifice part of their heritage in
order to be able to afford the good life themselves. The past can some-
times be a too heavy burden to maintain, as Nietzsche pointed out in the
second part of his socalled “untimely reflections” .2 If it hampers life, it
may be necessary to release the burden.

However, the more sacrifices we are forced to make, the more dis-
turbing our reactions are likely to be. We begin to realize that there are
values we cannot sell without suffering an identity crisis, where we no
longer seem to know who we really are and what is truly important to
us. Goods and values exist that cannot be conceived of as mere means
to the satisfaction of casual whims. Without these goods and values, we
would lose the bedrock of our lives. If we have any sense of identity at
all, there are things so important to us that we are willing to make major
sacrifices for them, or, to put it more aptly, there are things we are willing
to devote a significant part of our lives to, without first calculating
whether this will bring us more money or satisfactions.*

In figure 6.3, I have tried to show the differences between the three
kinds of resources. Exchangeable (or easily replaceable) resources are
related to values that are “soft” in the sense that they are easier to do
without than the hard-core values, to which the two other kinds of
resources are related. Critical resources are basic in relation to hard-core
values like physical health and survival, whereas the various kinds of
unique resources are important in terms of identity. Critical resources
like (sufficiently) clean water and air will be needed in all kinds of soci-
eties, while the unique resources tend to be more specifically related to
a particular culture or tradition. This does not mean that they can only
be understood and appreciated by a very local culture. The temples of
the Acropolis, for instance, do have a specific significance to the people
of Greece, but this does not prevent others from acknowledging their
significance or from considering them an important part of the common
heritage of Europe and of humankind as well.

There are areas of overlap between the three kinds of resources, of
course. It is not completely obvious, for example, where and when clean
water can be considered an exchangeable resource, and when it turns
critical. For some people the critical line appears much earlier than for
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* Exchangable resources
Soft values: e.g., fossil fuels, consumer
temporary goods, all kinds of ordinary
individual objects
preferences
Critical resources Uniqu_e resources
e.g., sufficiently clean e.g., historically important
water and air, basic buildings and objects,
Hard-core ecological services, rare and significant
values: the ozone layer species, biologically or
survival, aesthetically unique
health, and areas
identity
General: important Specific: particularly important
for all human beings for a specific community
Figure 6.3

The three kinds of resources: exchangeable, critical, and unique

others. Similarly, the borderline between exchangeable and unique
resources does not lie out there in the open, but can only be drawn by
each community through political deliberation. Some communities are
likely to let private individuals decide in most cases which part of a her-
itage to preserve, and only consider a few things worthy of attention
from the entire community, whereas other communities tend to classify
more things as unique resources that deserve to be preserved or taken
care of by the community as a whole.

If we agree that there is a category of resources that are neither easily
exchangeable nor crucial for our physical survival, two important things
follow. First, we will have to move away from our interpretation of the
sustainability demand as basically a negative claim, and adopt a more
positive perspective. Sustainability no longer simply means that we
have to restrain ourselves in order to leave an adequate legacy for our
descendants. I will not deny, of course, that problems remain, which
can best be described as conflicts of interest between current and future



178 Finn Arler

generations, and where principles of distributive justice and equity in a
fairly narrow sense are relevant. The introduction of unique resources
into the sustainability debate does mean, however, that we have to move
away from the kind of zero-sum game where a sustainability demand
inevitably results in taking away some of the goods of current genera-
tions in order to give them to the following ones. Instead, sustainability
is just as much a question of preserving and enhancing the goods and
values that we ourselves are most devoted to. This includes taking a posi-
" tion on behalf of future generations, preserving or enhancing certain
kinds of goods and resources before others, but isn’t this actually a sign
of true respect—trying to leave our descendants those parts of our cul-
tural and natural heritage that we find most valuable in the sense that
they are crucial to our understanding of who we are and of what we see
as the basic values of life?*

Second, it will no longer be possible to operationalize sustainability
through the use of more or less mechanical methods using value-free
measures and indicators. The identification of unique resources can never
be devoid of values, nor can disinterested parties determine them exter-
nally. These resources can only be recognized from within: you have to
know (or discover) what you care most about in order to be able to iden-
tify it. I will not rule out the possibility of operationalizing certain fea-
tures, once we have determined a specific set of basic goals, nor would
I ever dream of denying that natural science as well as economics can
make significant contributions to the goal-defining process. What I do
deny is that the whole process can be left to one or another group of
experts in operationalizing agencies, by the use of one or another pre-
defined set of operational rules.

It is interesting to notice that the identification of unique resources
often takes place parallel with, but usually quite independent from, the
discussion of sustainability. This is what happens, for instance, in the
Danish government’s statements on environmental politics from 1995
and 1999. In chapter after chapter all the specific goals are set up for
water and air quality, preservation of the cultural heritage in the city as
well as in the landscape, protection of endangered species and habitats,
and so on. Only in a few cases are we talking about truly critical
resources, where survival is at stake, and the reason why goals are defined
in the first place by the community’s political representatives is that the

$

Ecological Utilization Space 179

relevant features are not conceived of as resources that can be exchanged
on the market. The specified goals are first of all goals concerning unique
resources that the community has agreed on through a deliberative
process. Still, the claim to operationalize sustainability is put forward
almost as if these chapters were nonexistent.>

The Story of Modern Life Reconsidered

If it is true that such unique resources exist, we will have to make revi-
sions in the story of modern life. Individuals can no longer be described
exclusively in terms of their personal preferences, nor can we see the role
of government agencies simply as that of ensuring that individuals are
able to satisfy these preferences. We have to find a place for identity as
a more stable element in life than the ever-changing preferences.

I find it difficult not to closely associate the questions of identity with
the presence of a community. When we grow up as individuals we always
do it as part of a community. Our identity, the way we understand our-
selves, the conceptional resources we use when we try to come to terms
with the various ingredients of the good life—all of these things origi-
nate from a communal source. No matter how one chooses to define it,
no community is without factions, of course, and as we grow older we
all end up with a unique combination of values and preferences. But still,
we cannot understand ourselves without the conceptual and behavioral
resources we have inherited from the community. We share our most
basic traditions with those around us.

Does this mean that we have to skip the whole story of modern life,
and let go of the theme of individualism? Not at all, but we have to
realize that the story’s conception of individuals is much too one-sided.
It cannot tell the whole truth if it ignores the communal side and only
informs us about the private dimension. It becomes one-sided, too, when
it focuses only on a limited range of individual rights. To the extent that
it is concerned only with the individual, it can only consider the rights
to a private sphere of activity. It is unable to see individuals as citizens
with the right to participate in deliberations about common affairs. Thus
the concept of autonomy becomes one-sided as well.¢ The only place
autonomy is sought is in the private sphere, whereas the political sphere
is either deserted or occupied and taken over by “experts” trying to
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specify the demands of sustainability through predefined methods. No
allowance is made for shared values, and definitely not for common deci-
sions about the good life. These are very strong limitations placed on
our personal autonomy, and they are extremely difficult to reconcile with
claims of neutrality.

Even though the way we see our identity is intimately connected to
our community and cultural traditions, it can never be conceived as one
seamless web. The individual can never disappear and become one with
its community. This is why the story of modern life is still worth telling,
provided that it takes all sides into account. The individual needs pro-
tection, not only in order to be in control of his or her own private life,
but also in order to be able to contribute to the communal life. If we
had to get to the bottom line, this is probably what sustainability in a
modern society would be about at its very deepest level: the protection
and continuation of a democratic process where individuals can partic-
ipate in communal affairs without having to give up much personal
autonomy. However, their lives will certainly be richer if they can also
inherit not only the necessary critical resources and an equitable amount
of exchangeable resources, but also the unique resources deemed most
precious by their ancestors. At the end of the day, future generations may
not place the same priority on the resources we consider most valuable,
but our legacy to them may still give them a stronger foundation for the
creation of their own version of the good life.
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