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Threats to the Health of the Biosphere
Science and technology have identified potential threats to 

the health of the biosphere. With each hazard there is uncertainty 
that needs to be reduced by additional research and monitoring. 
Averting most of the threats takes international action.

For these threats there are numerous possible steps, local, 
national and transnational, that can protect against them or 
counter their impacts if they cannot be averted. Prudent people 
usually are willing to buy insurance if it provides even partial 
relief. This happens in spite of large uncertainties about the 
reality of the threats. Military preparedness is a prime example.
We also make large policy and insurance outlays for droughts, crop 
disasters, hurricanes, earthquakes, disease outbreaks, bank 
failures, and the like.

To meet threats to planetary hygiene, I favor actions analogous 
to those undertaken to meet the threat to the stratospheric ozone 
layer from CFC’s through creation of the "Montreal Protocol" 
designed to reduce their use. To be sure, the greenhouse warming 
threat is far more pervasive, and controlling it is vastly more 
complex. But there are steps worth taking:

(1) Establish taxes or levies against greenhouse gas emissions 
at the source sufficient to create a trust fund for research and 
technology to reduce emissions and discover ways to adapt to 
inevitable changes. Examples of adaptive measures include the 
development of cereal crops grown under seawater irrigation; genetic 
engineering for heat tolerance in basic food crops; exploration of 
gene pools for promising but unexploited food and fiber crops that 
will provide high yields, pest resistance, and chemical tolerance, 
with particular emphasis on tropical species.

(2) Develop international standards for energy efficiency, 
toxic emissions, greenhouse gas effluents and other environmental 
threats that depend for their control on international cooperation.

(3) Provide tax incentives for installation of industrial and
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domestic practices that promote recycling of waste, reduce water 
demands, enhance energy eficiency, and at the same time provide 
economic benefits to offset the increased costs even if no climate 
change occurs. Such steps will provide insurance returns if the 
global wanning is big. Many strategies can benefit the doer, even 
if universial participation fails. Improving energy efficiency for 
example, is in this category.

(4) Increase US participation international or bilateral forums 
aimed at preventing global change or adapting to changes that cannot 
be averted. A coming international forum in January in the USSR may 
be a case in point.

(5) Establish new consultative mechanisms to create policies and 
strategies to bring about integrated system approaches to the 
elimination of poverty at home and abroad and to enhance active 
participation of the Third World in the benefits of the economic 
development without further degradation of the environment.

This is obviously a partial list. Please join in to flesh out 
the kind of positions that could help in bringing about global 
environmental enhancement within the framework of a world that is 
peaceful, cleaner, and fairer.

*** End of transcript on 15-OCT-1989 ***

(

Page 2

C


