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To Meet Global Environmental Change

Gro Harlem Brundtland is one of the world's leading proponents of responsible 
environmental management. As Prime Minister of Norway she is influential in 
bringing an action message to leaders of thought and decision everywhere.
She has a compelling essay in the September issue of "Scientific American," a 
volume that also is crammed with valuable articles about sustaining the 
viability of our planetary home. In her essay she states:

"Poverty is a major cause and also a major effect of global 
environmental problems. It is futile to seek solutions to environmental 
disturbances without considering them from a broad perspective that 
encompasses the factors underlying world poverty and the inequalities 
within and among nations. For developing countries, poverty lies at the 
heart of all issues. The poor are forced to eat next year's seed corn, 
to cut scarce forests for fuel wood. Although such practices may be 
rational short-term tactics for survival, in the longer term they can 
only result in disaster.

Yet it is both futile and an insult to the poor to tell them that they 
must remain in poverty 'to protect the environment.'"

...To secure our common future, we need a new international vision based 
on cooperation and a new international ethic based on the realization 
that the issues with which we wrestle are globally interconnected. This 
is not only a moral ethic but also a practical one— the only way we can 
pursue our own self-interests on a small and closely knit planet."

Warning signals like this are gaining credibility and heed. It is amazing to 
note the difference in public awareness of anthropogenic global change today 
from what it was when I began the Climate Club in EIES and WBSI with 
Provocations No. 1 back on 14 May 1934. Signs can be seen in such things as 
a whole September issue of Scientific American, a very long and thoughtful 
New Yorker piece by McKibben "Reflections (The End of Nature)" in the
11 September issue, cover stories on Time and Newsweek within the year, 
articles in newspapers and shows on TV.

In spite of all the waxing public perception, solutions seem elusive, costly, 
politically nasty, and often so idealistic as to be nearly unattainable.
Many who are aware of the threats of adverse change are nonetheless 
pessimistic about the chances for averting them or adapting effectively. The 
changes expected over the next 50 years are so large and rapid, compared to 
natural climate changes, that it is impossible to find historical precedents 
from which to learn strategies. Unlike WWI and WWII, which caused 
devastation within the attention span of a single generation, global 
environment change is on an inter-generational time scale. The frog dropped 
into hot water, the fable says, jumps out; the frog dropped into slowly 
warming water doesn't sense the crisis, and cooks. I hope we are not frogs!

Meeting global change problems may now have reached the top of the human 
agenda. I think the prime challenge before us today is to avert the the 
unthinkable tragedy of a gradual lowering of the quality of human life till
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almost all humanity sinks into debt, poverty and a degraded physical habitat, 
A -fourth of us are already there! If the sciences and cultures of modern 
societies are to bring a better world for our doubled or tripled future 
populations we must commit ourselves more purposefully than we have managed 
to do thus far.
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