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      For Stephanie (aged one) and Alexander (aged three), who will inherit the natural assets and liabilities that we bequeath,
         and who already know a thing or two about natural disorder.
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      Preface

      I GREW UP BEFORE NATURE WAS DISCOVERED. Today, our mismanagement of the natural world is widely recognized. It fills blogs and packs conferences, and “environmental
         studies” sits high and proud in the school curriculum. But when I was at school it was called “nature study,” and we slept
         through it. At college, while others were waking up to disorder in the natural world, I woke up to global poverty and the
         tragedy of frustrated lives. My parents had lacked the opportunities that had opened for me. I saw in global poverty that
         same lack of opportunity writ large.

      Environmentalism looked like the indulgence of people who took their prosperity for granted. Restoring environmental order
         and eradicating global poverty have become the two defining challenges of our era. Each has its adherents, often opposed.
         A number of environmentalists in the developed world are wary of the spread of global prosperity, arguing that it would wreck
         the planet. Conversely, in the poorer countries of the world—the bottom billion—many people are wary of environmentalism,
         seeing it as an attempt by the richer countries to haul up the ladder. Belatedly, I have accepted the importance of nature. This book
         reflects my own struggle to reconcile the quest for global prosperity with an ethical approach to the natural world. As Nicholas
         Stern argues, if we fail in either challenge, we fail in both. If we permit natural disorder to continue, it will indeed frustrate
         the eradication of global poverty. Yet if part of the world continues to be marginalized, it will frustrate the cooperation
         on which the restoration of natural order depends. The two goals are linked by something even more powerful than this threat
         of shared failure. Nature is the key asset of the poorest countries: managed responsibly it will power their ascent to prosperity.
         Yet the scramble for prosperity is driving the plunder of nature. Natural order—the responsible management of nature—can deliver
         prosperity, but prosperity alone cannot deliver natural order.

      The tension between prosperity and plunder is now apparent. The world’s voracious demand for raw materials has driven up the
         prices of natural resources and food to unprecedented levels; it took a global financial crisis to puncture them. In turn,
         the price hike has triggered a new scramble for Africa, pumping revenues into the continent. China, the giant of the emerging
         market economies, comes without the baggage of colonialism; indeed, many of the countries of the bottom billion have long
         regarded it as an ally. But from the perspective of the rich countries, the Chinese arrival in Africa is not just unwelcome
         competition. It threatens to undermine international efforts to reform the governance of the extractive industries, after
         decades of corruption and exploitation. The Chinese president has toured Africa with the message “we won’t ask any questions.”
         Is China finally freeing the bottom billion from the lingering embrace of colonialism or plunging them back into a shameful
         past?

      While abroad the emerging market economies buy up resources, at home their industries emit carbon dioxide. For the next twenty
         years China plans to construct more power stations annually than the entire British stock. The carbon threatens to overheat
         the planet. Yet the threat has become a money-spinner. Under the new Clean Development Mechanism Chinese companies are paid what looks disturbingly like protection money for not emitting even more. But from the perspective
         of the emerging market economies the belated concern about pollution of the richest societies is hypocrisy: they are merely
         doing what the rich countries have already done. If the rich want them to behave differently, the rich must bear the cost.

      In rich societies intensifying scarcities of natural resources and a deteriorating climate have conjured up a sense of Armageddon.
         For the romantics, those who believe we must radically alter our relationship to nature and scale back consumption, this is
         music: global industrial capitalism is finally getting its comeuppance, drowning in its own contradictions. From Prince Charles
         to street protesters they advocate a future in which mankind returns to harmony with nature. The lifestyle of the future will
         be organic, holistic, self-sufficient, local, and small-scale. Not only should we completely amend our lifestyle, we will
         beat our breasts: paying compensation to the rest of the world for having despoiled nature and overheated the planet.

      Juxtaposed against the romantics are the ostriches. If there is to be a scramble for natural resources the important thing
         is to win it. Fussing about governance will hand contracts to the Chinese. Limiting our carbon emissions unnecessarily threatens
         our lifestyle. The climate might not deteriorate, and anyway the future can be left to take care of itself. The romantics
         and the ostriches are each half right.

      The romantics are right that we are seriously mismanaging nature and that our practices are indefensible. The ostriches are
         right that much of what is said about nature is ridiculously pious, casting the rich countries as villains and the rest of
         the world as their victims. Such self-flagellation is unwarranted and counterproductive, relegating societies that will need
         to be essential participants in solutions to the role of passive recipients of our largesse.

      But the romantics and the ostriches are also each half wrong. Both the romantics and the ostriches will take us to oblivion,
         albeit by different routes. Run by the romantics, the world would starve; run by the ostriches, it would burn. The romantics
         are a serious menace to global agriculture. The ostriches are complicit in the plunder of natural assets. Decisions must be
         founded on a proper sense of responsibility toward both the global poor and the future, not blinkered self-interest. In short,
         The Plundered Planet is written for people who are neither filled with a saintly loathing of modernity nor are ethically blocks of stone: people
         who have, perhaps, grown a little impatient with the profusion of homilies about our duty to sustain the natural world in
         the condition to which it has become accustomed, but who nonetheless recognize that a cheery disregard for nature would be
         whistling in the dark.

      Nature matters and we are making a mess of it. This matters most for the people who live in the world’s poorest countries.
         For them the situation poses both an opportunity and a threat of vital proportions. My theme is not how the natural world
         can be preserved as an end in itself, but how it can be harnessed to transform these poor societies without placing unreasonable
         demands on the rest of us. My lodestar for what is reasonable to expect of us is the combination of compassion and self-interest
         that, I believe, is how most of us try to conduct our lives.

      The opportunity that nature presents to the countries of the bottom billion is the enormous value of their natural assets.
         During the commodity bonanza of 2005–8 around $1 trillion was extracted from their territories in oil alone. The pulse of
         new money could have financed their transformation. The bonanza was a repeat on a grander scale of the boom of the 1970s.
         As many are now all too painfully aware, that had been a missed opportunity during which the revenues from the exploitation
         of natural assets were plundered, some by foreign companies, some by corrupt politicians, and some because of popular short-sightedness.
         Sometimes plunder turned destructive, turning opportunity into catastrophe. As I will show, even the bonanza of 2005–8 is
         but a shadow of the potential revenues. The key question is whether enough has changed to prevent these funds from being dissipated.

      While being a huge opportunity, the commodity boom of 2005–8 was a two-edged sword. The price hike in basic foods hit some
         of the most vulnerable people on earth. Slum dwellers in the big coastal cities bought their food at prices set on the world
         market. Even before the price hike, with half their budget devoted to food, such households had been barely staying afloat.
         Over the centuries hungry slum dwellers have been the stuff of political protest. As prices rose capital cities were ravaged
         by riots, sometimes toppling governments as in Haiti. Global agriculture had failed to keep abreast of global demand.

      Exacerbating the food shortages is climate change. For the bottom billion this is not a slow burn: they are in the forefront
         of overheating. Already too hot, most models predict that their climates will deteriorate more rapidly and more substantially
         than those in other regions. In Africa, the core of the bottom billion, the climate is already deteriorating. Its countries
         are doubly ex posed: not only do they face the greatest climate degradation, their agriculture-dominated economies are far more sensitive to climate than the industrial and service economies of richer
         countries.

      Yet this presents the countries of the bottom billion with a potential opportunity. Climate change is driven by the uncontrolled
         accumulation of a natural liability: carbon dioxide. Due to their poverty they emit little carbon: as part of a global deal
         they could acquire emission rights equal to the past emissions of the rich countries. The sale of carbon rights would become
         a new natural asset.

      Potentially, the opportunities far outweigh the threats. The threats from nature are not intrinsic; they arise because many
         natural assets are peculiarly exposed to plunder. Plunder is an economic phenomenon: if incentives are misaligned natural
         assets are depleted and natural liabilities accumulated, without due regard to the future. But if economic behavior can be
         understood it can be changed.

      In an ideal world, the main centers of research on the problems of the bottom billion would be located within their own societies.
         But in an ideal world there would be no bottom billion. The poverty of these societies has condemned their universities to
         struggle at the margins of the international research community, their brightest scholars poached by richer institutions elsewhere.
         Instead, serious research on the poorest societies, and how best nature can be turned to their advantage, is clustered within
         a few research universities in North America and Europe.

      Oxford is one of those centers, attracting scholars from around the world. My own team of young researchers provides an example,
         and this book is largely built on the back of their work: Stefan Dercon, who is Belgian; Benedikt Goderis, who is Dutch; Anke
         Hoeffer, who is German; Victor Davies, who is Sierra Leonean; Lisa Chauvet and Marguerite Duponchel, who are French; and Chris
         Adam, who, like me, is British. But much of the heavy intellectual lifting has been done by my colleague Tony Venables: there
         is scarcely an idea in this book that has not been either jointly forged or argued out between us. While Tony is complicit in the ideas, the errors of
         execution are authentically my own. I have tried to translate those ideas from the precise but opaque format of modern economic
         research into something that can be read beyond a narrow circle of professionals.

      Writing a book needs a time of quiet. The unexpected arrival of Alex and Stephanie brought a joyful natural disorder into
         our lives. From within this disorder my wife, Pauline, carved out a little fortress within which The Plundered Planet could take shape. She is an environmental historian and so I have plundered her ideas as well. Indeed, our marriage might
         be a metaphor for the larger theme of this book: how environmentalists and economists can benefit from alliance.

   
           PART I

      The Ethics of Nature

      CHAPTER 1

	    Poverty and Plunder

      THE BOTTOM BILLION HAS MISSED OUT on global prosperity. The current reality for these people is poverty; the issue is whether this will also be the fate of
         their children. The path that the rest of the world took to lift itself out of poverty—industrialization—is proving much more
         difficult for these latecomers. Industry has globalized, and China’s combination of huge scale with low wages makes it hyper-competitive
         when pitched against new entrants. Farming offers them little promise. In Africa, home to most of the bottom billion, agricultural
         productivity has already fallen far behind international standards. Global warming is likely to widen the gulf, making Africa
         even hotter and drier, while warming the vast tracts of North America and Eurasia that are currently too cold for cultivation.
         Nor is aid likely to rescue them; it is under increasing attack, sometimes for good reason, and is being squeezed by the need
         to rein in fiscal deficits.

      
      The countries of the bottom billion have one lifeline: nature. Nature has the potential to lift most of them to prosperity.
         But nature does not come on a platter. Mankind was not born into an Eden, but into a harsh environment in which we struggled to survive
         even in tiny numbers. Gradually the natural world has become more valuable to mankind as technology has progressed. Technology
         turns nature into an asset. However, technology alone merely gives those assets the potential to be valuable to society. Natural
         assets have no natural owners, and as they become valuable they can trigger a struggle for possession in which their value
         is dissipated in the costs of struggle. Prehistory was violent; some anthropologists estimate that around 40 percent of deaths
         were due to fighting. As technical discoveries conferred value on rare natural phenomena such as flint, disputed ownership
         was inevitable. Basic economics tells us that the value of the effort put into getting possession of natural assets would
         escalate until it was approximately equal to the value of the assets to be acquired. Modern versions of the struggle are usually
         less violent, although they can harness means for killing far beyond those available in the Stone Age. But even when nonviolent,
         the same basic economics applies to these struggles: they can be hugely costly to the country with the assets. If resource-extraction
         companies routinely bribe its ministers for the rights to exploit their nature, political power becomes so valuable that everything
         is bent to the purpose of its acquisition. Public spending turns into patronage, laws and courts become instruments of reward
         for supporters and punishment for opponents.

      
      Technology turns nature into assets, yet their value to society is only potential. For natural assets actually to be valuable
         instead of being dissipated in competitive struggle, their ownership must be regulated. The challenge of harnessing nature
         can be summarized in a simple formula, a formula that the world as a whole, and the poorest countries in particular, must
         master: nature + technology + regulation = prosperity.

      
      In the societies of the bottom billion that equation has usually not been achieved even as technology has continued to confer
         value on more and more natural phenomena in their territory. Coltan, of which the Democratic Republic of the Congo has a huge
         endowment, became valuable as a result of the invention of the mobile phone, for which it is an essential ingredient. Advances
         in copper refining enabled ores in Zambia that once would have been left as uneconomic to be mined profitably. But technology
         is a fickle friend: it can take away value as well as add it. Nitrates and guano dung were the oil of the nineteenth century;
         technology has now developed substitutes, as it will for oil. And technology can turn nature nasty: the technology that has
         given us cheap energy has also given us carbon dioxide that will overheat the planet.

      
      While the fickleness of technology can be a problem, the key failures have been due to the lack of regulation. Around the
         world people are now much more aware of the need for regulation as a result of the global crisis, brought on by poor regulation
         of financial markets. The origin of that inadequacy was hostility to regulation among economists that extended far beyond
         the financial markets: we had all become over-enthused by the magic of the market. When I was newly brought in to the World
         Bank by Joe Stiglitz to direct its research department, I remember listening to a seminar presentation on why there should
         be no regulatory safety standards in fairgrounds. The profession is grudgingly realizing that its ideological opposition to
         regulation was overdone. Without regulation the potential of natural assets cannot be realized, and natural liabilities such
         as carbon dioxide can become so dangerous as to justify, for once, that hackneyed term “weapons of mass destruction.”

      
      Regulation requires good governance. The planet’s natural assets are mostly on and under land controlled by the world’s
         194 governments, which vary greatly in their competence and their accountability to citizens. A convenient way of thinking about the planet’s land area is to group it into four equal quadrants.
         The developed countries in that wealthy club, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, account for 80 percent
         of the world economy. However, they control only one of the land quadrants. At the other end of the spectrum, the countries
         that have missed out on development—the bottom billion—account for merely 1 percent of the world economy, yet they, too, also
         have one of the land quadrants. The third quadrant belongs to Russia and China and their satellites. The final quadrant is
         everyone else: essentially, the emerging market economies. In each of these political arenas, global natural order depends
         upon the incentives for plunder being countered by effective regulation.

      
      Regulation requires good governance, but most of the societies of the bottom billion have had weak governance. The consequence
         might be summarized in another simple formula: nature + technology – regulation = plunder. Plunder has dominated the history of the exploitation of natural assets in the poorest societies. What should have been
         the lifeline by which these societies haul themselves out of poverty, has instead produced wasted opportunity. Although basic
         economics suggests that the value of natural assets is dissipated by an equally costly struggle over possession, more sophisticated
         analysis shows that the outcome of that struggle can be even worse. Basic economics just predicts its cost to the participants,
         but not to bystanders. Because of this potential for harm the discovery of natural assets can turn into a curse. While the
         societies of the bottom billion have been the most vulnerable to plunder, even middle-income countries have been put at risk.
         Ernesto Zedillo, the former president of Mexico, views current Mexican society as a tragedy for which oil is responsible.
         It has dragged the society down when it could have lifted the economy up.

      
      The poor governance of natural assets also happens in the wealthy countries of the OECD. At the national level governance
         of natural assets is usually satisfactory, but this stops at the border. Sometimes nature does not respect frontiers. For
         those natural assets and liabilities that are global, such as the fish of the oceans and the carbon of the skies, plunder
         is currently the standard. Indeed the most energetic plunderers of these global natural assets are the companies and citizens
         of the rich societies. Regulation is necessary, yet most economists are doubtful. Their suspicion is not unjustified: rules
         are not set by Platonic Guardians wisely guiding our societies; they are set by the balances of political pressures. A well-functioning
         democracy will formulate the rules that most people want, but what people want depends upon what they understand. I wrote
         The Bottom Billion because I recognized that until citizens were better informed about the distinctive problems of the poorest countries democratic
         governments would adopt “gesture politics.” Policies that looked good in the headlines were preferred to more effective policies
         too sophisticated to be appreciated. In a democracy, regulation of the natural world can be no better than popular understanding
         of why it is needed and the rules that govern nature will reflect any misunderstandings.

      
      In the rich countries, where decades of unprecedented economic growth have induced rapid social change and religious belief
         has waned, nature has become the last constant. It is seen as under siege, threatened by the march of scientific technology.
         The “birth of the modern” is commonly dated to the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815. It was not long before nature was being
         enlisted into the diagnosis of the discontentment of civilization. By 1821 the French-German Enlightenment philosopher Baron
         d’Holbach was writing, “Man is only unhappy because he does not understand nature.” If only we could get back to nature we
         could get off the psychiatrist’s couch.The more prosperity has distanced us from nature, the more we have demanded that governments protect it from science.
         And the more emotive the issue involved the more it is apparent, as with stem-cell research and genetically modified food.

      
      Agriculture, as the economic activity that most directly impinges on nature, has borne the brunt of these sentiments. But
         the misunderstandings of ordinary citizens offer fertile opportunities for special interests. Regulation not only protects,
         it redistributes. Regulations can be manipulated by interest groups to their advantage and in the rich countries the agricultural
         lobby has thrived on popular misunderstandings which, through our aid programs, have extended to Africa. With their organic
         cultivation practices, production for self-sufficiency, and family organization, small farmers in developing countries are
         perceived as the last bastion of the pretechnological, precommercial, preindustrial lifestyle, a “peasant” lifestyle that
         needs to be preserved. As the peasant and industrial lifestyles have further diverged, reflecting the growth of our economies
         and the stagnation of theirs, the peasant lifestyle has come to emblemize a harmonious life. The development NGOs, dedicated
         as they are to the eradication of poverty, also reflect the environmental concerns of the wealthy countries that fund them.
         Their attitude to a local farming economy can therefore border on the schizophrenic: they want both change and preservation.

      
      The victims of today’s curtailment of stem-cell research are tomorrow’s incurables. But the victims of the anti-science, pro-peasant
         regulation of agriculture are today’s poor. Curtailing technology and discouraging the commercialization of African agriculture
         have tended to increase the price of food, and food is the main item of expenditure for poor households. Here’s a final formula:
         nature + regulation – technology = hunger.

      
      
      Environmentalists versus Economists?

      
      Environmentalists and economists have been cat and dog. Environmentalists see economists as the mercenaries of a culture of
         greed, the cheerleaders of an affluence that is unsustainable. Economists see environmentalists as romantic reactionaries,
         wanting to apply the brakes to an economic engine that is at last reducing global poverty.

      
      The argument of this book is that environmentalists and economists need each other. They need each other because they are
         on the same side in a war that is being lost. The natural world is being plundered: natural assets are being depleted and
         natural liabilities accumulated in a manner that both environmentalists and economists would judge to be unethical. But the
         need for an alliance runs deeper than the practical necessities of preventing defeat. Environmentalists and economists need
         each other intellectually.

      
      In 2009 Sir Partha Dasgupta, an economist at Cambridge, comprehensively reviewed how the profession has analyzed the natural
         world. His conclusion was that it “remains isolated from the main body of contemporary economic thinking.” Even when economists
         incorporate nature, they treat it as they do any other asset: natural capital is simply part of the capital stock, to be exploited
         for the benefit of mankind.

      
      Since the Stern Review of the Economics of Climate Change of 2006 one aspect of the natural world—that it is warming—has suddenly slammed into the economic mainstream. Lord Stern commanded
         sufficient respect to force the profession to pay attention to the costs of global warming and the options for mitigation.
         The result has been an acrimonious battle among economists as different models have produced widely differing results. Yet
         as Stern has stressed, the key issues are not technical, they are ethical. Policy choices should turn on the responsibilities of the present generation to the future. Yet mainstream economics has blundered into climate change
         guided only by an ethical framework that is simply inadequate to deal with nature because it ignores rights. Rights are central
         to the ethics of the natural world: the rights of the present versus the future, and my rights versus yours. Environmentalists
         bring a fundamental insight that economists have missed. Nature is special: our rights over the natural world are not the same as our rights over the man-made world. Economists need that insight in
         rethinking the ethical assumptions made in their models.

      
      It will come as no surprise to most people that economists need an injection of ethics. Survey evidence finds that economics
         students tend to be more self-interested than other students. Either economics attracts the selfish, or worse, it inculcates
         greed. Economists indeed assume that people are interested only in their own consumption, yet paradoxically, economists judge
         the world according to an ethical framework that is selfless in the extreme: Utilitarianism. As adopted by economists, Utilitarianism
         is an austere, universal value system that is impossibly demanding; according to its judgments even noneconomists are selfish.
         Given the gulf between the values economists use to judge the world and the values they assume ordinary people to hold, many
         economists conclude that ordinary people cannot be trusted adequately to protect the interests of the future: they are ostriches.
         Economists share Plato’s view that the ideal government would be composed of wise Guardians, although, of course, those Guardians
         should be economists rather than philosophers. In advocating an override of democracy, economists dig themselves deeper into
         ethical trouble. Nor is their approach realistic: government priorities will inevitably reflect the preferences of their citizens.

      
      Yet in this, too, economists can learn much from environmentalists. One of the founding texts of modern environmentalism is
         Our Plundered Planet, by Fairfield Osborn. Originally published in 1948, Osborn—who was then the president of the New York Zoological Society—sought
         to awaken ordinary citizens to the unsustainable exploitation of nature.

      
      The Plundered Planet proposes a synthesis in the practical value systems used by environmentalists and economists. Environmentalists are right
         that each generation has responsibilities for natural assets that it does not have toward other assets. But economists are right that nature is an asset, to be used for the benefit of mankind. We are not curators of the natural world, preserving nature as an end in itself. We are not ethically obliged to preserve every tiger, or every
         tree. We are custodians of the value of natural assets. We are ethically obliged to pass on to future generations the equivalent value of the natural
         assets that we were bequeathed by the past. The natural world indeed presents us with distinct obligations, but those obligations
         are essentially economic.

      
      In the proposed alliance between environmentalists and economists the common enemies are the ostriches and the romantics.
         The ostriches will plunder the natural world. Sometimes plunder takes a form that is instantly recognizable as unethical.
         But more often the true consequences of an apparently legitimate action have to be teased out from a chain of decisions. As
         a result, plunder goes largely unrecognized. In the countries of the bottom billion there is a complex chain of decisions
         the end result of which is that natural assets are being extracted without sustainable benefit to ordinary citizens. In the
         rich countries activities that until recently were innocuous, now accumulate natural liabilities. In each case, the culprits
         are largely unaware of their culpability. The romantics will leave the potential of the natural world untapped; preserved
         rather than harnessed. The lifeline for the bottom billion will not be seized.

      
      The poorest countries need rapid economic growth and this creates a potential tension between poverty reduction and the preservation
         of nature. Environmentalists have been right to stress that economic development must be sustainable, but economists bring
         the insight that sustainability need not imply preservation. If environmentalists insist on the preservation of each aspect
         of the natural world they are liable to find themselves on the wrong side in the struggle against global poverty.

      
      Plunder and romanticism are so rife precisely because ordinary citizens are insufficiently informed about the opportunities
         and threats that nature poses to have forced governments into effective regulation. In the task of building an informed citizenry
         the starting point is an ethics of nature that people in societies with widely different value systems can understand and
         accept. Neither the romantic variant of environmentalism that sees nature as an end in itself, nor the austere universalism
         of economic Utilitarianism, can provide such a foundation. The most difficult wars to win are those that must be fought on
         two fronts. It is more straightforward, psychologically more satisfying and dramatic to have only a single enemy. Views can
         be aligned on a continuum, with the good and the true at one end and the bad and the wrong at the other. The romantics among
         environmentalists and the Utilitarian Platonic Guardians among economists see nature as a single-front war. The romantics
         regard economic growth as the enemy; the Platonic Guardians regard the values of ordinary citizens as the enemy. But most
         struggles in development are not like that: sanity lies in the middle rather than at the extremes. Aid provides an example.
         It is neither a panacea nor a menace.

      
      In this book I am going to try to turn the exploitation of nature and its assets into a two-front war, expanding what is currently
         no-man’s land into a place where all but the romantics and the ostriches can feel at home. The romantics and the ostriches
         each tap into a range of emotions: the romantics on guilt, fear and nostalgia; the ostriches on greed and optimism. But the
         devil need not have all the best tunes: effective solutions to vital problems that have been intractable lay where they always
         have—in the center.

      
      
   
      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      Is Nature Priceless?

      
      THE INDIGNANT TEARS OF A CHILD command attention. Daniel, aged eight, has just learned about the Brazilian rain forest and it has moved him to his first
         expression of political outrage. It is directed at me, not as his father, but as representative of the generation of adults
         who are destroying something precious before he reaches the age at which he can stop us. Through sobs and rage he shouts,
         “Tell the president!” Having seen me on television, Daniel has a somewhat inflated impression of my influence. Eight-year-olds
         are not, on the whole, always repositories of good sense, and Daniel is no exception. But by chance his anger is right on
         target: son and father are ethically aligned in the battleground of natural assets.

      
      First, the left flank. I agree with environmentalists that nature is special: at some level most of us recognize that. But why is it special? Mainstream environmentalists, such as Stewart Brand,
         offer one answer. Nature is especially vulnerable and that matters because, being dependent upon it, mankind is thereby vulnerable.
         But as Brand argues, many environmentalists are carrying ideological baggage that needs to be discarded. For romantic environmentalists
         nature is incommensurate with the mundane business of the economy: it is in some way ethically prior. Echoing Baron d’Holbach’s
         diagnosis of modern angst, they see industrial capitalism as having divorced us from the natural world which it is rapidly
         destroying. You can sense their discomfort with modern industrial society in the language that they use, replete with words
         such as “organic” and “holistic.” For a recent variation on the theme of Holbach, watch Prince Charles delivering the BBC’s
         2009 distinguished Dimbleby Lecture.

      
      Perhaps man needs to return to a simpler, nonindustrial lifestyle. Prince Charles produces organic food, and he has created
         a village, Poundsbury, in the style of the eighteenth century—the last age prior to industrialization. At the extreme end
         of romantic environmentalism the diagnosis is more radical: mankind itself has become the enemy of what is truly good. Reflecting
         these sentiments, there is now a considerable cult that relishes the prospect of the extinction of mankind. Only then can
         nature be restored. Portrayals of earth after man attract huge audiences. The romantic wing of environmentalists appears prepared
         to sacrifice industrial society in order to preserve nature; the extreme appears willing to sacrifice the human race.

      
      
      Who Owns Nature?

      
      I doubt whether Daniel is a romantic environmentalist. The source of his outrage cannot plausibly be traced to his being ill-at-ease
         with modern industrial society. I wish he were a little less at ease with it, for the detritus is littered all around his
         room. Of course, he was worried about the rain forest because it is irreplaceable. But he was angry because he felt that his rights of ownership were being infringed. Children have a keen sense of property ownership;
         they know what is theirs and they usually want to keep it that way. But why does Daniel feel that he has rights over the Brazilian
         rain forest? After all he has never even seen it. He makes no such claim on our neighbor’s new car, which he sees every day
         and which contrasts so unfortunately with our own battered specimen. It is because the Brazilian rain forest is a special
         sort of asset: a natural asset. What is special about natural assets is their ownership. Natural assets have no natural owners. This proposition has far-reaching implications, such as for thinking about climate change. But first and foremost it places
         government at the center of the action.

      
      All rights of ownership over assets are social constructs, but with man-made assets the initial rights of ownership follow
         directly from their making: the firm which makes the car initially owns it, although they can then sell it to me. Of course,
         since all property rights are social constructs we can and do set limits to ownership. Although the firm that builds a vehicle
         owns the vehicle, if it sells it at a profit then some of that profit belongs to the government. The idea that the creation
         of an asset should confer rights of ownership makes a lot of sense both ethically and practically. Ethically, the creator
         has expended effort and value in creating the asset. Practically, if newly created assets were to be promptly confiscated
         by others, there would be no incentive to creating them. For these reasons vesting initial ownership rights in the creator
         of the asset is supported virtually across the political
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