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After burning-out as a business owner and selling the restaurant I owned several years ago, I took an extended sabbatical into the wilderness of northwestern Montana.  I backpacked over 400 miles collectively during the time I was there in the spiritually green and mountainous backwoods of Glacier National Park.  Intentionally distancing myself from anything that resembled responsibility, I worked a few days a week waiting tables and bartending.  It was a grandiose place that people traveled to from worlds away.  People would stroll into town in their Bahama shorts and obviously-previously-covered legs with big brimmed hats and wide excitement in their eyes.  We called them “tour-ons” because they could do some of the thoughtless things in their apparent naivety of nature and all it’s thrills and chills. The majority would never venture more than a ½ mile from their car, staying close to their perceived realities and comfort zones.  Most would never go beyond a very apparent 5-mile threshold (we knew this because we’d consistently break the threshold in order to get away from people and civilization).  It was there in the wilderness, on top of a mountain, that I realized just how far we as human beings had removed ourselves from where we’d come.  When I eventually returned to the ‘civilized’ world I experienced incredible culture shock - pollution was, now very evident to me, rampant.  Like a crushing blow, I realized just how far we had to go to strike a balance.  



The world is at odds over the environmental future of the planet.  Living in a very confined space within the universe, the Earth is very important to the survival of the human species.  The environment of the planet is greatly affected by our choices whether they are irresponsible or not.  The world’s population is increasing at an accelerating rate mostly due to increasing birth rates in developing countries and is expected to reach, based on lower estimates, 10 billion by the year 2100 (Wilson).  With this increase, it begs questions about space for people to live, pollutants from greater energy demands, access to food and fresh water supplies, epidemic diseases from more cramped living spaces, and Earth’s ability to support and sustain life given increased consumption of natural resources coupled with decreasing populations of biodiversity. 


Reflecting on my experience on the mountain, was there a way to bring both endeared realities of environmentalism and capitalism into one co-existence?  Yes!  By supporting economentalism, free-market environmentalism as it’s often called, we could virtually eliminate pollution and simultaneously yield greater profit opportunities for organizations.  Many are so entrenched in their quasi-political positions that any melding to their dichotomic views is inconceivable to them. 

On one hand, environmentalists believe that world is in a dire situation - “with 6.1 billion people relying on the resources of the same small planet, we’re coming to realize that we’re drawing from a finite account” (Kluger and Dorfman).  Under current mortality assumptions, many demographers are predicting that the Earth will reach as many as 35 billion people by the end of the century.  In addition, by isolating specific genetic material, scientists believe that they are very close to being able to increase the average age of a human to well over 120 years of age (Louria).  Demographically, experts have not even begun to consider expanding human mortality and factor it into current models of future population growth.  These scenarios are precisely what have environmentalists fearing for the future of the human race - expanding populations and life spans continuously consuming natural resources beyond the ability of the planet to replace.  


On the other hand, capitalists believe the philosophy of “intrinsic” value of nature does not have value within itself outside of contributions to humans and life in general.    Industrialists, developers, and capitalists deem that ‘tree huggers’ are a radical, quasi-religious cult sect bent on economic sabotage, a polarization of progress.  They use terms such as “toxic”, “coercive”, and “leftists” to describe environmentalists essentially correlating the whole to fringe radical, extremists groups such as Earth Liberation Front “ELF”, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals “PETA”, and others. (Woiceshyn, Reisman).  Pure capitalists believe that human beings are on a journey from caveman to enlightenment through economic advancement, progress, and development.  These concepts are the basis for what separates human beings from the rest of the living things.  Industrialists have the most difficulty in the essence of most naturalist claims that the destruction of environment is a direct result of economic activity.  Intrinsic value, capitalists allege, is a philosophy that is deeply rooted in morality, thus devoid of scientific substance.  


Because of the highly polarized issues and the entrenchment that both sides have dug, the result is in an adult version of ‘sticks and stones.’  Many are failing miserably in seeing the synergies and common ground that lie between the two.  The melding in the middle is a school of thought that has been called free-market environmentalism and enviro-capitalism or what I call economentalism.  The premise is that by better defining property rights and using the free-market systems, as wealth increases, pollution will significantly decease (graphically called Kuznets Curve).  Kuznets Curve, named after the well-known economist Simon Kuznet (1901-1985) who won the 1971 Nobel Peace Prize in Economics, shows the non-mutually exclusive relationship that with increased wealth of a society, given strong property rights, environmental quality is also increased.  When developed societies have specifically defined property rights for land, air, and water there is an assumed inherent possession motive to protect the property from damage, i.e. if I own the water running over my land or the airspace over my property then I do not want it to be tainted by pollution from some other event or person (Burns).    Additionally, when legislated pollution ‘rights’ are granted to the owners of these deeded ‘property tracts’, there is profit motive for the owner to lower pollution within their grant selling the difference of the grant to another who happens to pollute more somewhere else.  When pollution ‘intrusions’ occur within a single or collective group of grant owners from an exterior source, there is direct incentive to the grant owners, based on negative stimuli, to correct the issue by influencing the source through various mediums up to and including legal suits. The other economic premise of economentalism is that waste, by an economic definition, is inefficiency personified and therefore a cost.  Eliminating or minimizing the waste a company emits will decrease inefficiency, therefore cost, and result in increased profits. (Henderson)  The ingenious bottom line is that there is substantial profit to be made by minimizing, or eliminating, waste that is directly related to pollution and diminished natural resources.  Furthermore, redefining remaining ‘waste’ as a valuable commodity, or input, for some other product or service will yield greater profit opportunities, sometimes expressed as back-end revenue, for companies.


Recently there has been much more attention in the media given to enviro-sustainable economics.  Hollywood is kicking in its piece, too, as exampled in the recent box office The Lord of the Rings where there are elements of strong sustainable choice metaphors in the epic tale.  The movie shows trees as living, speaking beings that hate being cut down and homes that are environmentally correct semi- subterranean huts. Many are just beginning to wake up to the facts at hand.  The issues are compelling because we as a global economy are on the brink of a cultural and commercial revolution.  Most importantly, influencing consumption decisions at the actual point of the buy-decision/transaction by educating the consumer of the environmental consequences of Choice A over Choice B will fundamentally shift the demand curve toward more environmentally friendly consumption patterns.  This concept is already found in “Ingredients” and “Nutritional Value” sections on food/ingestible products that we currently buy but the idea could also be applied to other resources that we also consume.  Who grows up wanting to support pollution?  Lastly, the Japanese are beating American automakers again by introducing hybrid, low-petro, high-tech cars to the global marketplace and the U.S. government is giving further incentives to consumers by offering significant tax deductions for purchasing these emission minimizing vehicles.  Over the last century we have found ways to utilize technology to go faster, smaller, and better.  Now, we will begin to use for-profit technology to be cleaner.

Somewhere in the middle of my epiphany on the mountain, I glanced down on the rock to see a plastic wrapper from the grocery store with the word imprinted on it, “organic.”  So every time you casually flick your cigarette butt on the ground, pitch that aluminum can in the garbage, or sit in a traffic jam sucking fumes just think that you did a terrific job of setting up your great, great grandkids with a healthy trust fund but forgot about their health.
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