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The Chronicle 

By Alice Loyd (through October 31, 2015) 
 
THE POWERS 
 
It is increasingly understood that our age is dominated by corporations and by the most 
wealthy families and individuals. In the past, we have noted that income inequality is a growing 
concern worldwide. With this issue we begin tracking news that is specifically about the “one 
percent” and the business organizations US law treats as persons. “Who really rules?” was the 
question posed by researchers in a new study from Princeton University, and the conclusion is 
that “over the past few decades America's political system has slowly transformed from a 
democracy into an oligarchy, where wealthy elites wield most power.” On July 30, 2015, former 
US President Jimmy Carter said the United States is now an “oligarchy” in which “unlimited 
political bribery” has created “a complete subversion of our political system.” 
talkingpointsmemo.com and theintercept.com 
 
How influential in Earth affairs are these “powers”? Consider the example of Exxon. In 
September, 2015, Inside Climate News revealed that 
from the late 1970s to the mid-80s Exxon scientists 
“engaged in an ambitious quest to comprehend the 
potentially devastating effects that carbon dioxide 
emissions could have on the climate.” These scientists 
worked at the cutting edge of climate change research 
and found “carbon dioxide accumulating in the upper 
atmosphere would warm the planet and if the CO2 
concentration continued to rise, it could harm the 
environment and humankind.” During those years the 
company considered gradually shifting from oil to 
become a diversified energy company. It explored ways to encourage more efficient 
consumption of petroleum and to make photovoltaic solar cells more efficient. By 1989, 
however, Exxon had reviewed the scientists’ warnings as well as the possible impacts on 
profitability if CO2 emissions were reduced, and made the decision to go with the money. Exxon 
documents show that top level senior managers were aware of their scientists' early 
conclusions “that continued burning of fossil fuels posed great peril to humankind,” but they 
have spent the next quarter of a century discrediting that research. insideclimatenews.org The 
corporation has given about $30 million to global warming disinformation researchers and 
activist groups during these years, according to Greenpeace. It pledged to stop such funding in 
2007 in response to pressure from shareholder activists, but since then Exxon has given more 
than $2.3 million to members of Congress and to a corporate lobbying group in order to block 
efforts to fight climate change. theguardian.com 
 
Exxon’s decision has been financially rewarding for the company and its leaders. CEO Rex 
Tillerson was paid $33 million in 2014. ips-dc.org/pensions His total compensation over the last 

http://talkingpointsmemo.com/livewire/princeton-experts-say-us-no-longer-democracy
https://theintercept.com/2015/07/30/jimmy-carter-u-s-oligarchy-unlimited-political-bribery/
http://insideclimatenews.org/news/15092015/Exxons-own-research-confirmed-fossil-fuels-role-in-global-warming
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/jul/15/exxon-mobil-gave-millions-climate-denying-lawmakers
http://www.ips-dc.org/pensions-powered-by-climate-change/
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five years was $165 million, and his retirement assets total $68 million, 17th among Fortune 500 
chief executives. ips-dc.org.pdf The corporation itself was either the largest or the second 
largest company in general, worldwide, measured by revenue for the years 2010 through 2014. 
statista.com 
 
The decision that brought financial benefit to a few has harmed the planet as a whole. If there 
were an index to rank corporations in terms of global criminal acts, Exxon would sit near the 
top. The campaign to discredit climate change science and prevent CO2-reduction policies has 
been extraordinarily successful. As Bill McKibben wrote in an email to 350.org members on 
October 30, 2015, “Just think how much would be different if Exxon had told the truth. We 
wouldn’t fully have solved global warming but we’d be well on the way—there would have 
been no 25-year phony pretend debate.” 350.org 
 
Another “power” not telling the truth has also been in the news—Volkswagen. That 
company’s cover-up may rank lower on the scale of global ecological influence, but VW diesel 
owners who bought their cars in an effort to help the climate have loudly expressed 
disillusionment. On September 18, 2015, the US Environmental Protection Agency announced 
that 482,000 VW diesel cars on American roads were emitting up to 40 times more toxic fumes 
than permitted, and later Volkswagen admitted the condition affects 11 million cars worldwide. 
That means more harmful mono-nitrogen oxide (NOx) emissions have been pumped into the air 
than was thought—an amount equal to all of the United Kingdom’s “NOx emissions from all 
power stations, vehicles, industry and agriculture. VW’s ‘defeat device’ is not a physical device 
but a programme in the engine software that lets the car perceive if it is being driven under test 
conditions - and only then will it pull out all the anti-pollution stops.” theguardian.com. Martin 
Winterkorn, the CEO of Volkswagen who resigned on September 22, 2015, following the 
scandal, was the second-highest paid CEO in Europe at approximately $18.5 million per year. 
His pension is reported to be approximately $32 million. fortune.com 
 
CLIMATE 
 
A number of environmental tragedies making the news are related to climate change. Peat 
fires in Indonesia have consumed about 8,100 square miles of forests and peatland, an area 
larger than New Jersey. At least nineteen people have died by our date of publication, and a 
large part of Southeast Asia, including Singapore and parts of Malaysia, Thailand, and the 
Philippines, is bathed in a toxic haze. The fires have been set, legally and illegally, by farmers 
clearing the land for paper and palm oil plantations—a common practice that governments 
have failed to control to this point. This year extremely dry conditions caused by the strong El 
Niño have made the fires worse, with worse outcomes not only for humans and for the animals, 
many of them unique to this region, but also for the upper atmosphere. So far this year the fires 
have released more greenhouse gases than all the fossil fuels burned annually in Germany—
more daily emissions on at least 14 days than China, and more on at least 38 days in September 
and October than the entire United States economy. The fires were high on the agenda when 
Indonesian President Joko Widodo came to Washington for talks with President Obama in late 

http://www.ips-dc.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Two-Retirements-final-pdf.pdf
http://www.statista.com/statistics/264119/revenue-of-exxon-mobil-since-2002/
http://350.org/
http://www.theguardian.com/business/ng-interactive/2015/sep/23/volkswagen-emissions-scandal-explained-diesel-cars
http://fortune.com/2015/09/23/ceo-volkswagen-pension/
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October. Obama committed $2.75 million to help respond to haze-related respiratory illnesses, 
provide protective gear for firefighters, and monitor the blazes through the US Forest Service’s 
remote sensing and imaging systems. Widodo has said he will ban the commercial destruction 
of any more peatlands, but enforcement of that policy will be difficult. washingtonpost.com, 
qz.com, and vox.com 
 
By the end of this century, areas of the Persian Gulf could be hit by waves of heat and 
humidity so severe that simply being outside for several hours could threaten human life 
according to a study published by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the journal 
Nature Climate Change on October 26, 2015. Researchers used a method of measuring 
atmospheric conditions known as wet-bulb temperature, which shows the extent to which 
evaporation and ventilation can reduce an object’s temperature. If the wet-bulb temperature is 
95 degrees Fahrenheit (35 degrees Celsius), even a person drenched in sweat cannot cool off. A 
wet-bulb reading of 95 degrees Fahrenheit (using a special bulb wrapped in a moistened cloth) 
would equal a heat-index reading of 165 degrees. The heat index is the temperature felt by the 
skin due to the humidity level rather than the air temperature. Since even today’s heat waves 
cause thousands of deaths, the more extreme conditions envisioned in the paper “would 
probably be intolerable even for the fittest of humans, resulting in hyperthermia” after six 
hours of exposure. “This limit was almost reached this summer, at the end of an extreme, 
weeklong heat wave in the region: On July 31, the wet-bulb temperature in Bandahr Mashrahr, 
Iran, hit 34.6 C -- just a fraction below the threshold, for an hour or less.” sciencedaily.com  
 
Perhaps because of extreme weather events already occurring, 54 percent of self-described 
conservative Republicans in the United States are now willing to accept that climate change is 
real and that humans have played a role in it according to a survey announced in late 
September. The survey found that fewer than a third of Republicans think the climate is 
changing because of purely natural cycles, and only nine percent think the climate is not 
changing at all. Eighty-seven percent of conservative Republicans said they supported such 
policies as installation of rooftop solar panels if they would allow homeowners to save money 
by selling electricity back to the power company. Sixty-six percent would support requiring 
electric utilities to include renewable power in their generation mix. nytimes.com 
 
ANIMALS 
 

Scientists now estimate that at least 211,000 endangered 
saiga antelopes in Central Asia—more than half of the 
species—died in May 2015 in less than a month’s time. At a 
scientific meeting in late October, 2015, in Tashkent, 
Uzbekistan, Dr. Richard A. Kock of the Royal Veterinary 
College in London and his colleagues reported they had 
narrowed down the possible culprits. Climate change and 
stormy spring weather, they said, may have transformed 
harmless bacteria carried by the antelopes into lethal 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2015/10/26/indonesias-climate-crisis-rages-as-its-president-meets-with-obama-on-monday/
http://qz.com/538558/indonesias-fires-have-now-razed-more-land-than-in-the-entire-us-state-of-new-jersey/
http://www.vox.com/2015/10/30/9645448/indonesia-fires-peat-palm-oil
http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2015/10/151026174106.htm
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/29/us/politics/survey-of-republican-voters-shows-a-majority-believe-in-climate-change.html?_r=0
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pathogens. Necropsies revealed internal bleeding, and blood testing showed that the saigas 
suffered massive infections of bacteria called Pasteurella multocida and Clostridium 
perfringens. Once individual saigas became ill, they typically died within hours. Entire herds 
were quickly wiped out. Saigas are unusual creatures, noted by naturalists for their fleshy, 
cartoonish noses resembling an elephant’s trunk in miniature. Until the 20th century, great 
herds, migrating hundreds of miles each year, swarmed across the Central Asian steppes. They 
play a critical role in the ecosystem of the arid grassland where the cold winters prevent fallen 
plant material from decomposing. Their grazing helps to break down that organic matter, which 
recycles nutrients in the ecosystem and prevents wildfires fueled by too much leaf litter on the 
ground. nytimes.com and livescience.com  
 
World numbers of the scombridae family of fish, which includes mackerels, tunas, and 
bonitos, fell by 74 per cent between 1970 and 2012. The overall decline estimated for 1,234 
ocean species over the same period is 49 per cent. Half of the total population of marine 
species has been lost since 1970 according to the Living Blue Planet report released in 
September by World Wildlife Fund and the Zoological Society of London. Causes of decline are 
listed as overfishing; pollution—including plastic detritus which can build up in the digestive 
systems of fish; habitat destruction, such as with coastal mangrove swamps; climate change, 
which causes ocean warming; and ocean acidification. Ocean acidification is related to climate 
change in that both are caused by carbon dioxide emissions—in the case of climate change 
there is a buildup of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere and in the case of acidification there is 
absorption of carbon dioxide in the aquasphere. gulfnews.com and 
worldwildlife.org/publications 
 
Ocean warming combined with the strong El Niño is triggering a third major global coral 
bleaching event. In 1998, a huge underwater heatwave connected with the El Niño of that year 
killed 16% of the corals on reefs around the world. The second global bleaching event was 
related to the El Niño of 2010. Scientists expect the 2015-2016 season to impact approximately 
38% of the world’s coral reefs and kill over 4,500 square miles (12,000 square kilometers) of 
reefs in the Indian Ocean, the Pacific Ocean including Hawaii, and the Atlantic-Caribbean basin. 
Coral reefs comprise far less than one percent of the ocean’s total area, but they’re vitally 
important both to ecosystems and to people who depend on them. “One in every four species 
of fish lives on a coral reef, there are over a million species that live on coral reefs,” said Ove 
Hoegh-Guldberg, director of the Global Change Institute at the University of Queensland and 
chief scientist at the XL Catlin Seaview Survey. “Coral reefs provide food and livelihood to 500 
million people,” he said. When corals experience, for an extended period, waters warmer than 
they evolved to live with, they become stressed. The stress causes them to shed the symbiotic 
algae that provide corals with both their nutrients and their color. Without the algae, they are 
weakened and susceptible to coral die-off. Because the phenomenon of coral bleaching is so 
closely connected to ocean temperature, scientists can now use computer models to predict 
coral bleaching events ahead of time. washingtonpost.com and globalcoralbleaching.org/ 
 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/03/science/more-than-half-entire-species-of-saigas-gone-in-mysterious-die-off.html?_r=0
http://www.livescience.com/52032-saiga-die-off-mystery.html
http://gulfnews.com/news/europe/uk/tuna-and-mackerel-populations-suffer-catastrophic-74-decline-research-shows-1.1584986
http://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/living-blue-planet-report-2015
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2015/10/08/scientists-say-a-dramatic-worldwide-coral-bleaching-event-is-now-underway/
http://www.globalcoralbleaching.org/
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On September 9, 2015, McDonald’s announced plans to switch to 100 percent cage-free eggs 
for its US and Canadian operations—a move Humane Society US says will spare nearly eight 
million animals each year from the currently-standard practice of life inside cramped cages. 
Immediately Burger King, Nestlé, Sodexo, Aramark, Heinz, Starbucks, Compass Group, and 
others announced similar conversions to 100 percent cage-free eggs. Four years ago 
McDonald’s phased out pork from operations that confine breeding sows in gestation crates. 
humanesociety.org/news  
 
Weather patterns encouraged heavy bird migrations in September 2015, and the beams of 
the Tribute in Light memorial in New York City on 9/11 attracted the largest number of birds 
seen there since 2010. The twin beams representing the fallen towers of the World Trade 
Center were turned off shortly after 9 p.m. to allow confused birds to escape the light and 
continue on their way. The lights were turned back on about twenty minutes later, only to be 
turned off again around 10 p.m. They were turned on once more at 10:15 but turned off a third 
time around 10:50 p.m. newyork.cbslocal.com 
 
POLLUTION 
 
On October 7, 2015, scientists announced there is another contributor to coral bleaching: 
sunscreen. Oxybenzone, the active ingredient in many sunscreens, can make the delicate coral 
polyp more vulnerable to bleaching. An international group of researchers publishing in 
Archives of Environmental Contamination and Toxicology examined the effects of oxybenzone 
on the larval form (planula) of the coral Stylophora pistillata. They found the chemical deforms 
coral cells, damages their DNA, and, most disturbing of all, disrupts coral larvae endocrine 
hormones, causing baby coral to encase themselves in their own skeletons and die. After 
gathering samples of adult and larval coral cells from seven coral species found near the US 
Virgin Islands, Hawaii, and Israel, researchers discovered that even the tiniest amount of 
sunscreen—washed off a swimsuit or flushed down a shower drain and into the ocean—can 
make the delicate coral polyp more vulnerable to bleaching. Oxybenzone can deform coral cells 
at a concentration as low as 62 parts per trillion. That's one drop in a volume equal to 6.5 
Olympic-sized swimming pools. motherjones.com and link.springer.com  
 
A side effect of oil and gas production that has worsened with the past decade's drilling boom 
is wastewater spills. More than 180 million gallons of wastewater was spilled from 2009 to 
2014 in incidents involving ruptured pipes, overflowing storage tanks, and even deliberate 
dumping—21,651 individual spills. Spills of wastewater can be more damaging than oil spills, 
since microbes in soil eventually degrade spilled oil. With wastewater, also known as brine, 
produced water, or saltwater, salt-saturated land dries up, plants die, and nothing can take root 
in that spot. The data was obtained from the states that account for more than 90 percent of 
US onshore oil production—Texas, North Dakota, California, Alaska, Colorado, New Mexico, 
Oklahoma, Wyoming, Kansas, Utah, and Montana. The amount spilled doubled from 21.1 
million gallons in 2009 to 43 million in 2013, although the numbers are incomplete because 
many releases go unreported. "Oil spills may look bad, but we know how to clean them up," 

http://www.humanesociety.org/news/press_releases/2015/09/McDonalds_cage_free_090915.html?utm_source=ha_090915&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=fap
http://newyork.cbslocal.com/2015/09/11/tribute-in-light-birds/
http://www.motherjones.com/blue-marble/2015/10/your-sunscreen-massacring-world%E2%80%99s-coral-reefs
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00244-015-0227-7
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said Kerry Sublette, a University of Tulsa environmental engineer. "Brine spills are much more 
difficult." In addition to extreme salinity, the fluids often contain heavy metals such as arsenic 
and mercury. Equipment malfunctions or human errors cause most spills, according to state 
reports reviewed by the Associated Press. bismarcktribune.com 

REFLECTION 
 
FIVE YEARS OF DROUGHT NOW RAIN--THREE RIVERS, CALIFORNIA, A COUNTRY 
VILLAGE IN THE FOOTHILLS OF THE SIERRA MOUNTAINS--I AM EARTH 
By Betty Luceigh 

October 16, 2015. Coffee in hand, I wander in predawn darkness through my candle-lit living 
room. The outside doors are open to the sweet, fresh smells of wet soil from last night's 
thunderstorm, a brief respite from our five-year drought. I let my dog out to sit on his deck bed 
where he can watch from our high hillside view to the river below or to the skies above. Not 
wanting to turn on lights, I join him for a while with a flashlight. The darkness reveals a plethora 
of stars I have come to recognize. In the stillness of the heavens only a shooting star and a 
communication satellite are in motion, both travelling in the space between me and the Milky 
Way.  

http://bismarcktribune.com/bakken/drilling-boom-brings-rising-number-of-harmful-waste-spills/article_0d9a9792-fdea-54e4-84f9-eaa9b7bf655d.html
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From the deck I see through my large picture windows 
back into the house. In my living room I have a large 
waterfall and pond. I see my candles reflect off its river-
rocks. Its arrhythmic melody of circulating water 
reminds me of river sounds I hope to hear again some 
day.  
 
The very first outline of the mountains across the valley 
is made visible as Earth turns toward the sun. I already 
know what this early light will reveal, for I have made 

friends with every tree and rock on these seven acres I am responsible for tending. What I 
never know ahead is the color of the sunrise light on the shape-shifting clouds. 
 
This has been the worst year in five years of drought—fire 
smoke from our nearby national park has filled our valley 
and made breathing difficult, the constant threat of a 
wildfire has made us all nervous, an attempted arson fire 
has made us angry. Some wells have gone dry, two of our 
three rivers are barely running, the third one below me 
flows slowly between exposed rocks of the river bed. 
Conditions are even worse in towns across the state. I have 
given up watering flower pots and my little patch of grass for 
my dog, never leave the faucet running, collect cold water in 
a bucket before the shower gets warm, flush less often. I 
frequently check the water level in the storage tank filled 
from my well. I sigh with relief when it still holds the only water for me and to save my house if 
a fire threatens. I have watched many of my trees die and mourned their loss, watched the 
birds and small animals dwindle in numbers, rarely see bees or hear crickets anymore.  
 
The big animals are struggling to find food. I am not upset to see the deer eat what leaves they 
can find near the house, or even to see the few pesky gophers steal roots. The bears climb trees 
for acorns and peer into neighbors' kitchen windows in hopes the dinners they smell might be 
for them. We in our small village have talked about bear sightings and shared photos of their 
thin bodies. Lately something strange has happened: We have accepted them as our natural 
neighbors, on sightings don't get too alarmed anymore, understand their difficulties, are 
pleased to see them washing in whatever water they can find, and are saddened when we learn 
of yet another killed by a car. 
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Still we fear the mountain lions and coyotes 
whose prey includes our pet dogs and cats, and 
our sheep and goats. They are to be taken 
seriously as predators also caught in this 
drought. 
 
The welcomed thunderstorm of last night was 
also foreboding. Local disaster authorities have 
informed us a very strong El Nino may lessen our 
drought with a coming season of excessive rain—
dead trees soaked with rain could fall, jam our 
rivers, cause flooding, take out bridges, and, 
along with mudslides, leave many of us trapped 
in our village. We have been told to gather 
enough supplies to stay in our homes for as long 

as a month. Accustomed to the stress of drought and the threat of fire, learning of possible 
floods to come seems surreal. My bag is ready in the event my dog and I need to flee a fire, but 
now I have started building up our supply of food, water and other essentials in case flooding 
keeps us here.  
 
The sun, still hidden from my view behind the dark mountains to the east, now shines on high 
clouds remaining from the night's storm. This morning their color is brilliant white and I imagine 
them as a heavenly choir singing "alleluia" to rejoicing landscapes.  

My dog lets me know he is ready for his morning walk along a nearby trail above my property. 
But I'm not quite finished with my thoughts and he is willing to wait for me. 
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You see, I want to cry this morning. I want to cry from some deep, deep place within me. It 
doesn't feel like joy, not sadness either. It is something quite different. I can read and learn all 
about climate change, but to experience it as an immediate reality is to know its truth. My tears 
bear witness of this. I wish every drop I shed could baptize another human into this awareness. 
I wish as well my tears could comfort those now suffering from droughts and floods in other 
lands. 
 
This morning is about being one with Earth, unseparated, a participant within its embrace. I 
cannot stand alone as an object when I smell the wet earth, watch the stars, heed the animals, 
walk among trees, and cherish my dog. I am the truth that Earth and I are in communion. I am 
Earth and blessed to have awakened into this morning of stars and sunrise. I am Earth 
experiencing itself in this small village, in these precious moments after one thunderstorm. 

ARTICLES 
 
2015: THE INTERNATIONAL YEAR OF SOILS 
By Alice Loyd 
 

2015 happens to be the International Year of Soils,1 and yet the year has 
been passing without much attention paid to this most important mixture of 
weathered rock, decayed organic matter, mineral fragments, water, and air. 
As George Monbiot wrote last spring, “Even if everything else were 
miraculously fixed, we’re knackered if we don’t address an issue considered 
so marginal and irrelevant that you can go for months without seeing it in a 
newspaper.”2 CES Musings would be remiss if we ended 2015 without 
celebrating Earth’s soils and lamenting their abuse.  
 
We might more accurately say, “lament their passing.” At the World Soils 
Day forum held in Rome in December 2014, a senior Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) official said all of the world's topsoil could be gone within 
60 years if current rates of degradation continue. At the same forum, Volkert 
Engelsman of the International Federation of Organic Agriculture 
Movements stated, "We are losing 30 soccer fields of soil every minute, 

mostly due to intensive farming."3 Monbiot’s column summarizes our plight: “What appear to 

                                                      
1 “2015 International Year of Soils,” Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, accessed 

October 28, 2015, http://www.fao.org/soils-2015/about/en/. 
 
2 George Monbiot, “Ploughing on Regardless,” The Guardian, March 25, 2015, accessed October 28, 2015, 

http://www.monbiot.com/2015/03/25/3703. 
 
3 Chris Arsenault, “Only 60 Years of Farming Left If Soil Degradation Continues,” Scientific American, December 

5, 2014, accessed October 28, 2015, http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/only-60-years-of-farming-left-if-
soil-degradation-continues/. 

http://www.fao.org/soils-2015/about/en/
http://www.monbiot.com/2015/03/25/3703
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/only-60-years-of-farming-left-if-soil-degradation-continues/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/only-60-years-of-farming-left-if-soil-degradation-continues/
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be great crises are slight and evanescent when held up against the steady but unremarked 
trickling away of our subsistence.” 
 
Every year, an estimated twelve million hectares of land are lost each year to desertification, 
adding to the billions of hectares that are already degraded. (A hectare is a metric unit equal to 
100 ares, which is equal to 10,000 square meters. The non-metric equivalent would be 2.471 
acres.) This estimate, quoted in the April 2015 issue of Food Security, is likely to be an 
underestimate, because the evidence base is limited to identifying direct impacts of soil 
degradation on food production. The reference notes that additions of chemical fertilizers may 
mask the true condition and urges that “comprehensive soil conservation practices are required 
to respond to the multiple problems of soil degradation.”4  
 
Plowing is responsible for much of the damage 
witnessed on cropland because it loosens soil and 
removes plant cover, which exposes land to wash 
away with rain or blow off with wind. Soil does not 
have to be washed or blown away, however, for its 
productivity to be lowered. Through improper soil 
and water management, a soil's properties may be 
altered so that its fertility is seriously reduced or lost 
for good.  
 
The FAO lists the following causes of nutrient loss:5 

 Excessive cultivation wrecks the structure of 
soils so that they are no longer capable of 
holding enough moisture. 

 Salinization by means of irrigation affects 
nearly seven percent of the land area of the 
world. 

 Waterlogging from high water tables and runoff affects areas such as Egypt, where 
about one-third of the Nile Delta has a water table only 80 centimeters (31.5 inches) 
below the surface. 

 Nutrients are also depleted by growing the same crops on the same land year after year.  

 Soil compaction can result from repeated passes over the same field with heavy 
machinery, particularly when the field is wet, or from the hooves of grazing animals as 
around the only waterhole in an area. 

                                                      
4 R.J. Rickson and L.K. Deeks, “Input Constraints to Food Production: The impact of Soil Degradation,” Food 

Security, Volume 7, issue 2, 351-364, accessed October 28, 2015, 
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs12571-015-0437-x#page-1. 

 
5 Natural Resources Management and Environment Department, “Keeping the Land Alive. Soil Erosion: Its 

Causes and Cures,” Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations Corporate Document Repository, 
accessed October 28, 2015, http://www.fao.org/docrep/t0389e/t0389e02.htm. 

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs12571-015-0437-x#page-1
http://www.fao.org/nr/index_en.htm
http://www.fao.org/docrep/t0389e/t0389e02.htm
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 In industrialized countries, some of the best farmland is being paved over by 
urbanization.  

 Today a serious problem in several highly industrialized countries is the indiscriminate 
dumping of highly toxic chemical wastes and the growing application of sewage sludge 
to farmland, some of which contains dangerous heavy metals. 

 Pesticide use has been criticized, and in recent years particularly the more persistent 
insecticides, including DDT and chlordane. Radioactive fallout including Strontium 90 has 
also caused public concern. 

 
As oceans rise, agricultural land along coasts is also being degraded by saltwater intrusion—the 
landward movement of saltwater into the surface water and soil.6 
 
The map (below) shows the various ways soils have been damaged: the darker the color in each 
category, the more severe the condition. Blue-green colors show water erosion. Erosion by 
wind is tan to brown. Chemical deterioration is shown in shades of pink, and physical 
deterioration (compaction, waterlogging and overuse) in shades of purple. Stable terrain is 
gray; non-used wasteland, dark gray; and ocean and other bodies of water, pale blue. 
 
The Global Assessment of Human-Induced Soil Degradation (GLASOD) produced the map 
(below) for the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in 1990.7 More recent reports 
show increasingly severe degradation. Some soil loss has been experienced since the first days 
of agriculture, but farming methods traditionally made efforts to put replacement nutrients 
back into the land in the form of manures and plant residues. They also paid attention to a 
site’s aptitude: crops were grown where the land was favorable, and marginal areas were left 
for animal grazing. Further crops were rotated and land was periodically left fallow to restore 
the soil. With the invention of nitrogen fertilizer it has been possible to produce crops on 
almost any site—for a while. Injection of fertilizers has been practiced much like mining: soil 
has been treated as a medium to hold chemicals and support plant roots. 
 

                                                      
 

6 Tess Malijenovsky, “Saltwater Intrusion: The Parts You Can’t See,” Coastal Review Online, March 26, 2015, 
accessed October 28, 2015, http://www.coastalreview.org/2015/03/saltwater-intrusion-the-parts-you-cant-see. 

 
7 ISRIC World Soil Information, “Global Assessment of Human-induced Soil Degradation (GLASOD),” accessed 

October 28, 2015, http://www.isric.org/projects/global-assessment-human-induced-soil-degradation-glasod. 

http://www.coastalreview.org/author/tessmalijenovsky/
http://www.coastalreview.org/2015/03/saltwater-intrusion-the-parts-you-cant-see/
http://www.isric.org/projects/global-assessment-human-induced-soil-degradation-glasod
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Bags of NPK (nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium) have been applied according to a formula 
originating at a factory or government office rather than in response to widely varying field 
conditions. A glance at the Global Soil regions map (below) showing the US Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) soil taxonomy system8 reveals that soils do have distinct character, and 
effective nourishment of the soil must take these differences into account. 
 

                                                      
 
8 Natural Resources Conservation Service, “Global Soil Regions Map,” accessed October 28, 2015, 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/soils/use/worldsoils/?cid=nrcs142p2_054013. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USDA_soil_taxonomy
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/soils/use/worldsoils/?cid=nrcs142p2_054013
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Mollisols, shown here in dark green, are exceptionally high in fertility and they coincide to a 
large extent with the world's major grain producing areas. They include the North American 
prairie states; the Pampas in Argentina, Uruguay and southern Brazil; Gran Chaco in eastern 
Bolivia, Paraguay, northern Argentina and a portion of Brazil; and the Ukraine-to-Central Asia 
Black Earth belt.9 Nevertheless, societies have thrived for thousands of years on the yields of 
soils quite unlike mollisols. Until recently the people, the animals and the plants of any region 
would have been evolving together, creating the unique character of that place. 
 
The famed soils of US prairies were formed from material deposited during the most recent ice 
age, which reached its peak about 18,000 years ago. As glaciers retreated, streams of melted 
ice dropped sediment on the land, building layers of productive soil.10 Rainfall too sparse to 
leach away nutrients, fires frequent enough to prevent the growth of trees, and animals to 
deposit their urine and feces while disturbing the earth with their activities—these contributors 
combined to create soils that are still productive after the last two centuries of concentrated 
human abuse.11  

                                                      
9 “Mollisols,” Wikipedia. Last modified on 24 June 2015, accessed October 28, 2015, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mollisol. 
 
10 “Prairie,” National Geographic: Education, accessed October 28, 2015, 

http://education.nationalgeographic.com/encyclopedia/prairie. 
 
11 “North American Prairie,” Blue Planet Biomes, accessed October 28, 2015, 

www.blueplanetbiomes.org/prairie.htm. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mollisols
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mollisol
http://education.nationalgeographic.com/encyclopedia/prairie
http://www.blueplanetbiomes.org/
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Prairie soils such as these may hold a key to saving what remains of the world’s 
agricultural land. The majority of the plants that cover the world’s rich 
grasslands are perennials; they live many years and develop deep, abundant 
roots that hold soil in place despite flood and drought. The grain crops that 
provide about half the human world’s food calories12 are annuals; they must be 
replanted each year, and the planting requires soil disruption. Scientists have 
long known that perennials are the backbone of nature’s preferred soil 
management system, and in recent decades developments in plant breeding 
have raised the hope that some of these annual grain crops might become 
perennialized. 
 
The famed Kansas prairie provided inspiration for one of the most far-sighted 
efforts this direction. Founded by Wes Jackson in Salina, Kansas, the Land 
Institute has worked for over 30 years to develop an agricultural system with 
the ecological stability of the prairie and a grain yield comparable to that from annual crops. 
Since 70 percent of global cropland is devoted to grain raised either for humans or to feed 
agricultural animals, the development of perennial grains has the potential to make agriculture 
a soil-nourishing rather than a soil-destroying enterprise. 13 
 
Practitioners of industrial agriculture are aware of soil loss, but a certain amount is accepted as 
a consequence of food production. In order to hold the damage to what the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) calls the Soil Loss Tolerance Rate of five tons per acre per year,14 
low-tillage and no-till methods have been increasingly applied in conventional farming..15  The 
data shows that approximately 35.5 percent of US cropland, or 88 million acres, was planted 
under no tillage culture in 2009.16  
 

                                                      
 
12 “Grain Harvest Sets Record, But Supplies Still Tight” (Product Number: VST101), Worldwatch Institute, 2003, 

accessed October 28, 2015, http://www.worldwatch.org/node/5539. 
 
13 “Our work,” The Land Institute, accessed October 29, 2015, https://landinstitute.org/  
 
14 Bob Wise, “Plowing Bedrock: How Bad is Soil Erosion in US Cropland?” Resilience, accessed October 28, 

2015, http://www.resilience.org/stories/2014-09-29/plowing-bedrock-how-bad-is-soil-erosion-in-us-cropland. 
 
15 Brad Plumer, “No-Till Farming is on the Rise. That’s Actually a Big Deal,” The Washington Post, accessed 

October 28, 2015, http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonkblog/wp/2013/11/09/no-till-farming-is-on-the-
rise-thats-actually-a-big-deal/. 

 
16 John Horowitz, Robert Ebel, and Kohei Ueda, “No-Till Farming Is a Growing Practice,” US Department of 

Agriculture Economic Research Service, last updated May 26, 2012, accessed October 28, 2015, 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/eib-economic-information-bulletin/eib70.aspx. 

http://www.worldwatch.org/node/5539
https://landinstitute.org/
http://www.resilience.org/stories/2014-09-29/plowing-bedrock-how-bad-is-soil-erosion-in-us-cropland
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonkblog/wp/2013/11/09/no-till-farming-is-on-the-rise-thats-actually-a-big-deal/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonkblog/wp/2013/11/09/no-till-farming-is-on-the-rise-thats-actually-a-big-deal/
http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/eib-economic-information-bulletin/eib70.aspx
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A means of plowing introduced in the 1950s in 
Australia by P.A. Yeomans, however, aims to 
prevent erosion while at the same time contributing 
to soil replenishment. The Keyline chisel plow 17 
loosens sub-soil without soil inversion, and thereby 
creates small ridges on the soil surface that 
encourage rain water to sink deeper into the 
ground as it falls. The keyline contour system 
captures water at the highest possible elevation and 
combs it outward toward the ridges. Naturally 
occurring organic material already in the soil and/or 

cover crops subsequently planted and turned under will decompose rapidly with the increase of 
moisture and air levels within the soil. The method also directs water into catchment ponds 
along a slope, where it is stored for future use in the fields below.18  
 
The general public comes closest to recognizing the importance of soils when considering the 
future of the food supply. Headlines ask, “Which agricultural practices must we employ to feed 
nine billion people?” or “Can organic practices yield as much as conventional methods?” 
Organic? GMOs? Antibiotics? Free range? Insecticides? These topics are increasingly concerns 
of knowledge-seeking consumers. But while the topics are not irrelevant to the more 
fundamental problem being addressed by The Year of Soils, they are less crucial in the bigger 
picture.  
 
The big picture is Planet Earth, and the fragile covering of earth the planet has learned to 
create. It is good to hold this double meaning of the word in mind when reading again what 
Thomas Berry wrote in 1998: “Earth is primary. Earth must be the primary concern of every 
human institution, profession, program, and activity.”19  
 
Soils are the foundation material of life for Earth creatures. Dirt is said to be the substance of 
which we are made. Humans have exploited earth—soils, dirt—since at least the beginnings of 
agriculture, and soil scientists are telling us earth loss may prove as dangerous for human 
survival as human-induced climate change. Not only human life but all of Earth life is at stake in 
how we treat our soils. Soil conservation is essential for the long-term security of whatever 
number of whichever species a habitable planet requires. 
 
 

                                                      
 

17 “Keyline Designs,” Keyline, accessed October 28, 2015, http://www.keyline.com.au/. 
 
18 Ken Yeomans, “Yeomans Keyline System and Concepts,” Yeomans Plow, accessed October 28, 2015, 

http://www.yeomansplow.com.au/yeomans-keyline-system.htm. 
 
19 Thomas Berry, “The Determining Features of the Ecozoic Era,” available from CES. 

http://www.keyline.com.au/
http://www.yeomansplow.com.au/yeomans-keyline-system.htm
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THE SACRED ACTIVISM OF SUNDERLAL BAHUGUNA 
By George Alfred James 
 

George Alfred James received his PhD in History and Philosophy of Religion from 
Columbia University in 1983. He is author of Interpreting Religion, and Ecology is 
Permanent Economy: the Activism and Environmental Philosophy of Sunderlal 
Bahuguna. He is also edited the volume Ethical Perspectives on Environmental 
Issues in India. Over the past 25 years he has traveled extensively in India 
researching Indian environmental movements. His research is published in such 
journals as International Philosophical Quarterly, Worldviews, and Zygon. He has 
contributed to the Encyclopedia of Religion, the Encyclopedia of Religion and 

Nature, and the Encyclopedia of Environmental Ethics and Philosophy. 
 

Presented to the Parliament of the World’s Religions 
Salt Lake City, Utah, 

October 17, 2015 
 

When I heard the title for this panel I was pleased to see that it was “The Sacred Activism of 
Sunderlal Bahuguna” and not the religious activism of Sunderlal 
Bahuguna. There are subtle differences between popular uses of the 
word religion that can be unsettling. Students sometimes tell me “I am 
spiritual but not religious.” These students are ambivalent or resistant 
to religion, but open to spirituality or to the sacred. In contemporary 
usage the word religion even has connotations that tend to put genuine 
spirituality in the background. Religion often stands for a particular 
religion or group of religions, especially the monotheistic religions. 
Religion often means adherence to doctrines or to the promotion of 
the identity and the perceived political agenda of a particular religious 
community. In India, and in the career of Sunderlal Bahuguna, the word religion has sometimes 
led to confusion about the mission and purpose of his activism. 
 
At the height of the struggle against the Tehri Dam—certainly one of the most visible challenges 
to the Himalayan environment in the 20th century—the movement against the dam received 
support from a number of quarters. Bahuguna opposed the dam as (1) technically inappropriate 
to the problem of water shortage in India, (2) dangerous because an earthquake (not at all 
uncommon in the region) could cause a breach in the dam that would result in colossal material 
damage and loss of life to people downstream from the project, and (3) unjust because it 
placed an inordinate burden upon the people of the region who would, if the dam were built, 
be deprived of the home, heritage, and livelihood they had enjoyed for centuries. These were 
maters of dharma or righteousness, the sacred duties enjoined by the Hindu religious tradition. 
For Bahuguna these reasons were not separate from explicitly religious objections against the 
dam. He acknowledged Mother Ganga (the Ganges River) as a sacred reality, a deity that ought 
not to be desecrated.  
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Sacred bathing ghats of the Bhagirathi River at Gangotri (See picture credit and license in 
footnotes.20) 
 
In addition to Bahuguna and his followers others opposed the dam on security grounds. 
Professor Shivaji Rao, the Director of the Centre for Environmental Studies, in Visakhapatnam, 
visualized another threat to the Tehri Dam and to the population below it. In 1992 he had 
published a book entitled Tehri Dam Is a Time Bomb. After the terrorist attacks on the World 
Trade Towers in New York and on the Pentagon in Washington DC on September 11, 2001, he 
published an abstract of this book in which he pointed out that the Tehri Dam would be an easy 
target for terrorists and that such an attack should be anticipated because terrorists would 
value the ability to destroy the dam and with it the life and culture of the Hindus.21 

                                                      
20 "Bhagirathi River at Gangotri" by Atarax42 - Own work. Licensed under Creative Commons Attribution-Share 

Alike 3.0 
.https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bhagirathi_River_at_Gangotri.JPG#/media/File:Bhagirathi_River_at_Ga
ngotri.JPG. 

 
21 Rao, Shiviji. Tehri Dam is a Time Bomb (New Delhi: Vani Printers, 1992); Shivaji Rao, “Tehri Dam a Boon or a 

Curse for India?” The Holy Ganga Website, September 8, 2008 available at http://ganga-
ahvaan.blogspot.com/2008/09/like-their-attacks-on-usa-if-terrorists.html (accessed October 25, 2015). 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bhagirathi_River_at_Gangotri.JPG#/media/File:Bhagirathi_River_at_Gangotri.JPG
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bhagirathi_River_at_Gangotri.JPG#/media/File:Bhagirathi_River_at_Gangotri.JPG
http://ganga-ahvaan.blogspot.com/2008/09/like-their-attacks-on-usa-if-terrorists.html
http://ganga-ahvaan.blogspot.com/2008/09/like-their-attacks-on-usa-if-terrorists.html
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The thought of an attack by enemies of India infused a new element of nationalism in the 
discourse concerning the viability of the dam. It also gave support to those concerned with the 
Ganges for its religious significance. Among the groups for whom the religious significance of 
the Ganges was especially pronounced were members of the “Hindu Right,” known collectively 
as the Sangh Parivar or “family of organizations.” British scholar Emma Mawdsley explains that 
the principal constituents of this family include the political Bharatiya Janata Party; the 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a cultural organization founded in1925 that among other 
things promotes paramilitary and martial arts training; and the Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP), or 
World Hindu Council set up in 1964 to bring together diverse elements of Hindu belief and 
practice. Mawdsley explains that the core ideology of the Sangh is “Hindutva” (Hindu-ness), but 
it has come to stand for the more narrow agenda of Hindu nationalism. “Essentially,” she says, 
“Hindutva represents a ‘blood and soil’ vision of the sacred land of Hindustan for the Hindus.”22 
 
Members of the Sangh Parivar, the VHP in particular, in opposition to the dam focused on the 
sanctity of the Ganges River and its potential desecration by the dam. For them the Ganges is 
not simply a sacred river, but a river that is sacred to the Hindus, and a symbol of Hindu 
identity. For them construction of the dam was a threat to the land of the Hindus and to the 
sacredness of the Ganges understood as a particularly Hindu symbol. In January 2001, Ashok 
Singal, the then President of the VHP, pointed out that the damming of the Bhagirathi would 
result in the loss of the purity of the Ganges. Public opposition to the dam now seemed to have 
support in the VHP. 
 
Bahuguna’s protest against the Tehri Dam centered on social, ecological, and ethical issues for 
which he found support in the teachings of the Hindu religious tradition. But for him it was a 
religious issue as well. He recognized the support of those concerned with the religious 
significance of the river as an appropriate religious concern. In January 2001, in a speech at the 
Kumbh Mela, a Hindu festival in Allahabad at the confluence of the Yamuna and the Ganges 
rivers, an event that attracts the largest gathering of human beings on the planet, Bahuguna 
observed that Hindu rituals are not performed in stagnant water. He stated that the damming 
of the Bhagirathi River would mean “the original waters, descending from Gomukh, will no 
longer reach Allahabad and other centers of pilgrimage. . . . Once you dam the Ganga and 
contain its waters in the proposed 42.5 km lake, the river will lose its sanctity, and the 
consequences of that on the psyche of the people cannot be calculated.”  
 
In an interview at the same Kumbh Mela, when he was told that the VHP had passed a 
resolution that condemned the proposed Tehri Dam, Bahuguna expressed gratitude for the 
support of VHP and others. On March 26 of that year Ashok Singhal announced to the press 
that he would undertake an indefinite fast “in defense of the Ganges,” to begin at the end of 
the month. Before the threatened fast, however, the then Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee 
assured Singal that a new committee of experts as well as religious figures would be constituted 

                                                      
 

22 Emma Mawdsley, “The Abuse of Religion and Ecology: The Vishva Hindu Parishad and the Tehri Dam,” 
Worldviews 9:1 (2005), 7-8. 
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to reconsider the question of the safety of the dam and the impact of the dam on the sanctity 
of the river.23 Journalists and academics then seized upon Bahuguna’s approval of the VHP 
opposition to the dam and began to interpret his concern for the religious aspects of the 
Ganges as an alliance with the exclusionary religious and political objectives of the VHP. 
Referring vaguely to Bahuguna, Mukul Sharma, a Delhi-based writer, pointed out that those 
opposed to the dam spoke the language of ecological politics but also invoked certain 
metaphors to engage with religious practices and mythical beliefs: “In their use of these 
metaphors and myths, the environmentalists often come close to the beliefs of conservative 
Hindu forces and their chosen communal path.” He further wrote that especially in the later 
part of the movement, anti-dam politics was persistently “constructed through a conservative 
Hindu imagery, often in partnership with Hindutva politics. Ganga becomes holier and holiest. 
The ecological reasoning is blurred and goes beyond logic, eliciting Hindu support, patriotism 
and xenophobia.”24  
 
Writing about the hazard of the involvement of the VHP with the protest against the Tehri Dam, 
Emma Mawdsley states that while Bahuguna had fought all his life for the wider goals of social 
and environmental justice for people of the hills, to many he had become “disturbingly 
compromised by his ties with the VHP.” Mawdsley failed to demonstrate any ties at all between 
Bahuguna and the organization of the VHP, its personnel, or its nationalist objectives. 
Nevertheless, given the increasing sectarian rhetoric at this time in India, the religious imagery 
that had been persuasive and meaningful in the context of the Chipko movement tended to 
undermine the credibility of the anti-Tehri Dam movement. 
 
When this was happening, I asked Bahuguna about VHP’s views on “Hindutva,” and about its 
opposition to the Tehri Dam. He said there is a critical difference between spirituality and 
sectarian religion. “They [the VHP] had made it a political thing in order to get support of the 
people, in order to arouse their emotions [in favor of Hindu nationalism].” He then said: “You 
know in (the) practical, if one follows Hindu traditions then there should be austerity. They 
should use less and less things. And austerity should be practiced not only in private life but in 
the public life also, and again with respect for nature. The modern civilization converts nature 
into cash. This is the trouble with the present day society.” When I asked him whether he 
considered Ashok Singhal or the VHP to be a part of the anti-Tehri Dam movement, he replied 
emphatically that Singhal was not a part of the movement, that “Singhal has a movement of his 
own.”25 
 

                                                      
23 “Singal Threatens Fast against Tehri Dam,” The Hindu, March 24, 2001. 
 
24 Mukul Sharma, “Saffronising Green,” Seminar 516: 3 (2002). 
 
25 Interview with Bahuguna, June 14, 2002, Old Tehri. 
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The now completed Tehri Dam 
 
Bahuguna’s commitment to Gandhi’s principle of truth through nonviolence has obvious 
implications concerning the elevation of one religious tradition over others. Bahuguna’s 
attitude toward other religions was very much shaped by Gandhi’s famous eleven vows or 
commitments which he promoted as the rule of life in all his ashrams. One of these is called 
Samanalok. It is also called Sarva Dharma Samantva. It is the recognition of the equality of all 
religions. This goes beyond mere tolerance of other religions. It entails respect and even more 
than mere respect for other religions. The word tolerance suggests that I may find the religion 
of my neighbor to be wrong, even to be an abomination, but in the interest of peace I choose to 
tolerate it, to put up with it. “Tolerance,” said Gandhi, “may imply a gratuitous assumption of 
the inferiority of other faiths to one’s own, whereas ahimsa teaches us to entertain the same 
respect for the religious faith of others as one accords to one’s own, thus admitting the 
imperfection of the latter” (emphasis mine).26 To recognize the equality of religions is to go 
beyond the practice of toleration. For Gandhi: “The principal faiths of the world constitute a 
revelation of Truth, but as they have all been outlined by man, they have been affected by 
imperfections and alloyed with untruth.” Therefore, one must entertain “the same respect for 

                                                      
26 Mohandas K. Gandhi, “From Yeravda Mandir: Essays on the Observations,” in Vows and Observations, ed. 

John Strohmeier (Berkeley, CA: Berkeley Hills books, 1999), 141. 
 



CES Musings – November-December 2015  Page 22 of 39 
 

 
the religious faith of others as one accords to one’s own.” And “where such tolerance becomes 
the law of life, conflict between different faiths becomes impossible, and so does all effort to 
convert other people to one’s own faith. One can only pray that the defects in the various faiths 
may be overcome, and that they may advance, side by side, towards perfection.”27 
 
Gandhi states that reverence for other faiths need not blind us to their faults, but we ought, 
therefore to be the more conscious of the faults of our own. He argues: “We must be keenly 
alive to the defects of our own faith also, yet not leave it on that account, but try to overcome 
those defects.” Moreover, looking at all religions with equal regard, we should not hesitate, he 
says, “to blend into our faith every acceptable feature of other faiths.”28 Bahuguna finds the 
same injunction toward austerity in the use of Earth’s resources in all of the great religions. The 
difficulty is that religion today is used to divide human beings rather than unite them. He states: 
“Unfortunately, religion today has been reduced to the level of certain rituals and this great 
unifying force has become a weapon in the hands of sectarian vested interests who use it to 
create enmity between man and man.”29 
 
This appreciation, this regard for the faiths of other people is something that I experienced in 
my conversations with Bahuguna. In many of our conversations, which on the face of it were 
intended to inform me about his activism, I often found that Bahuguna’s answers and remarks 
would turn into subtle admonitions from the Bhagavad Gita which he seemed to be directing 
toward me. In these experiences I would be reminded of affirmations which I had derived from 
my own religious up-bringing in conservative evangelical Protestantism.  Sometimes when I 
would be expressing frustration about the challenges of getting my research on the activism of 
Bahuguna finally published, he would remind me of the conception of the ideal man which he 
found in the Bhagavad Gita. “He whose mind is untroubled in the midst of sorrows and is free 
from eager desire and pleasures, he from whom passion, fear, and rage have passed away, he is 
of settled intelligence” (Bhagavad Gita 2:56). From that I could only be reminded of the many 
trials and frustrations in his career in environmental activism, and of his perpetual optimism. 
Other times he reminded me that work is sacrifice. “Save work done as and for a sacrifice this 
world is in bondage to work. Therefore, do thy work as a sacrifice, becoming free from all 
attachment” (Bhagavad Gita 3:9). And that reminded me of the teaching of Saint Paul in 
Romans 12:1 that the true followers of Christ present themselves as a living sacrifice. 
 
But lest I should be inclined to think that he is preaching to me from the Hindu tradition he 
would often remind me that is his daily devotions with his wife Vimla they used prayers derived 
from all of the world’s religions. I finally asked him about his favorite prayer from the Hindu 

                                                      
27 Mohandas K. Gandhi, “The Eleven Observances,” in Vows and Observations, ed. John Strohmeier (Berkeley 

CA: Berkeley Hills Books, 1999), 33. 
 
28 Mohandas K. Gandhi, “From Yeravda Mandir: Essays on the Observations,” 141-142. 
 
29 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Peoples Program for Change,” in Fire in the Heart Firewood on the Back: Writings on 

and by Himalayan Crusader Sunderlal Bahuguna, ed. Tenzin Rigzin (Amritsar, Indian: All India Pingalwara Charitable 
Society, 2005), 115-16. 
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tradition. It was the Asatoma Ma Sadgamaya Mantra. From the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad. It 
says: 

Lead me from the error to truth. 
Lead me from darkness to light. 

Lead me from death to immortality 
Om Peace Peace Peace 

 
And that reminded me of a prayer not from my childhood but more recently from the Anglican 
Book of Common Prayer that acknowledges the same transformation of human consciousness 
from error into truth, from sin to righteousness, and from death to immortality. When I asked 
him about his favorite prayer from the Christian tradition he said it was the prayer of Saint 
Francis: 

Lord, make me an instrument of Thy peace; 
where there is hatred, let me sow love; 

where there is injury, pardon; 
where there is doubt, faith; 

where there is despair, hope; 
where there is darkness, light; 

and where there is sadness, joy. 

O Divine Master, 
grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled as to console; 

to be understood, as to understand; 
to be loved, as to love; 

for it is in giving that we receive, 
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned, 

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. 

I will close with one short story about Bahuguna. The book about his philosophy and his 
activism on which I had been working for several years was now finally finished. I had given 
Bahuguna a revised final typescript just to check it over for any factual errors. It was also his 
85th birthday and Anil Joshi, the founder of an NGO in Dehradun called HESCO (Himalayan 
Environmental Studies and Conservation Organization), had arranged a special puja at the 
temple on the HESCO compound to mark the occasion. I was running late and arrived just as 
the mantras were beginning. Vimla, Sunderlal, and Anil Joshi were already there. As I 
approached the temple I could see the image of Lord Shiva, Nandi the Bull, the trident, the 
flags, and the Altar. On the altar were the objects I would normally expect to find: the incense, 
the vermilion paste, the coconut, the flowers, the fruits, all offerings to the Lord. And then I saw 
the offering I wasn’t expecting which brought tears to my eyes. There on the altar marked with 
vermillion paste and surrounded by the other symbolic offerings to the Lord was the typescript 
to the book. Ecology is Permanent Economy: the Activism and Environmental Philosophy of 
Sunderlal Bahuguna. 
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UNCOMPROMISING SUSTAINABILITY: HOW THE UNITED NATIONS’ NEW 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS WILL TRANSFORM OUR WORLD 
By Herman Greene 
 
The Center for Ecozoic Societies in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, is one of many organizations 
grounded in the work of Thomas Berry. Thomas Berry was30 a self-described “geologian,” a 
lover and student of Earth. He has been credited with beginning the spiritual ecology 
movement. With respect to the relation of ecology, religion, and culture, he was certainly one 
of the most influential people of his time.  
 
He would have loved Pope Francis’s encyclical, Laudato Si’: Care for our Common World. Berry’s 
thoughts are evident in it, especially in the ideas of integral ecology31 and ecological conversion. 
The centrality of ecology in Berry’s work is shown in this statement:  
 

Ecology is not a course or a program. Rather it is the foundation of all courses, all 
programs and all professions because ecology is a functional cosmology. Ecology is not a 
part of medicine; medicine is an extension of ecology. Ecology is not a part of law; law is 
an extension of ecology. So too in their own way the same can be said of economics and 
even the humanities.32  

 
What Berry meant by ecology in the above is the same as what Pope Francis meant by “integral 
ecology.” 

 
In the world of ethics, Berry is thought of as a leading proponent of ecocentrism or biocentrism 
as a basis for ethics. For him, the “central flaw [in human development is our] mode of 
consciousness that has established a radical discontinuity between the human and other modes 
of being and [has bestowed] all rights on the humans.”33 He also wrote, “The historical mission 
of our times is to reinvent the human—at the species level, with critical reflection, within the 
community of life systems, in a time-developmental context, by means of story and shared 
dream experience.”34  
 

                                                      
30 Thomas Berry died in 2009 at age 94.  

 
31 Prior to its use by the pope in the encyclical, many of those who developed the term, did so under Berry’s 

influence. See Sam Mickey, On the Verge of a Planetary Civilization: A Philosophy of Integral Ecology (New York: 
Rowman & Littlefield International 2014) 16-17. 

 
32 Thomas Berry, The Great Work (New York: Bell Tower, 1999(, 84 (emphasis added). 

 
33 Berry, The Great Work. 4.  

 
34 Ibid., 159.  
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Berry made no pretense of developing a comprehensive system of ethics. He was single-
mindedly focused on human-Earth relations. Of the UN documents, his favorite was the World 
Charter for Nature.35 Its first two principles are: 

1. Nature shall be respected and its essential processes shall not be impaired. 

2. The genetic viability on the earth shall not be compromised; the population levels of 
all life forms, wild and domesticated, must be at least sufficient for their survival, 
and to this end necessary habitats shall be safeguarded. 

 
It is an all but forgotten document in the sustainable development dialogue.  

In contrast to it, the “Rio Declaration”36 adopted at the UN’s “First Earth Summit” held 
in Rio de Janeiro in 199237 proclaims that: 

Principle 1 

Human beings are at the centre of concerns for sustainable development. They are 
entitled to a healthy and productive life in harmony with nature. 

 
Many, perhaps most, involved in the sustainable development dialogue have been concerned 
about the relative roles of human development and environmental protection. The issue was 
addressed in the 1987 report of the World Commission on Environment and Development38  
that gave rise to the term 39 by Gro. Harlem Brundtland in the “Chairman’s Foreword” as 
follows:  

When the terms of reference of our Commission were originally being discussed in 
1982, there were those who wanted its considerations to be limited to “environmental 
issues” only. This would have been a grave mistake. The environment does not exist as a 

                                                      
35 United Nations General Assembly, World Charter for Nature (1982), accessed September 6, 2015, 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/37/a37r007.htm . 
 
36 The Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (1992), accessed September 14, 2015, 

http://www.unep.org/Documents.Multilingual/Default.asp?documentid=78&articleid=1163. 
 
37 The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, held in Rio de Janeiro from June 3-14, 

1992.  
 
38 World Commission on Environment and Development (Gro Harlem Brundtland, Chairman), Report of the 

World Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common Future, transmitted to the General Assembly 
as an Annex to document A/42/427—Development and International Co-operation: Environment (August 4, 1987) 
(the “Brundtland Report”). 

 
39 The original definition of sustainable development comes from Paragraph 27 of the Brundtland Report, 

which provided as follows: 

27. Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 

 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/37/a37r007.htm
http://www.unep.org/Documents.Multilingual/Default.asp?documentid=78&articleid=1163
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sphere separate from human actions, ambitions, and needs. ... The word “development” 
has also been narrowed by some into a very limited focus, along the lines of “what poor 
nations should do to become richer”. . . 

But the “environment” is where we all live; and “development” is what we all do in 
attempting to improve our lot within that abode. The two are inseparable. Further, 
development issues must be seen as crucial by the political leaders who feel that their 
countries have reached a plateau towards which other nations must strive. Many of the 
development paths of the industrialized nations are clearly unsustainable. . . . 

Many critical survival issues are related to uneven development, poverty, and 
population growth. They all place unprecedented pressures on the planet’s lands, 
waters, forests, and other natural resources, not least in the developing countries. . . .  
These links between poverty, inequality, and environmental degradation formed a 
major theme in our analysis and recommendations. What is needed now is a new era of 
economic growth—growth that is forceful and at the same time socially and 
environmentally sustainable.40  

Thus, from the beginning, sustainable development has been a compromise between those 
who want to privilege environment and those who want to privilege economic development, 
the compromise being that the concern for economic development would be primary and social 
and environmental concerns would condition development.  
 
One could argue based on the Outcome Document of the 2015 United Nations Sustainable 
Development Summit that the compromise is still in place. The document, titled Transforming 
Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (“TOW”),41 states “We envisage a 
world in which every country enjoys sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth.”42 
And the objective of economic growth is repeated thirteen times in the document. 
 
A careful reading of TOW, however, shows that the term “economic growth” means something 
different than conventional economic development. TOW offers the promise of 
uncompromising sustainability and, hence, of transforming our world. It is a good platform, the 
best possible platform that could become the internationally agreed, UN global agenda for 
development.  
 

                                                      
40 “Chairman’s Foreword,” Brundtland Report (emphasis added). 
 
41 Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, outcome document of United 

Nations Sustainable Development Summit, New York City, September 25-27, 2015, available at 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld (accessed September 7, 2015) (“TOW”).  

 
42 Ibid., Paragraph 9 (emphasis added).  

 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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The remainder of this article is an ethical interpretation of the UN’s new Sustainable 
Development Goals (“SDGs”) and Targets.43 The topics covered below are (1) the role of nations 
and the need for a global development agenda, (2) the meaning of economic growth in TOW, 
(3) the SDGs as surpassing successors to the Millennium Development Goals (“MDGs”), and (4) 
what has been achieved with the SDGs and how they will transform our world. 
 
The Role of Nations and the Need for a Global Development Agenda 
 
 The UN Is the Only Truly International Institution in the World 
 
The UN has been called the only truly international institution in the world. Much is made of 
multinational corporations and economic globalization. Much is made of global movements, 
and even of global crime syndicates or terrorist organizations. Some states or regions are 
perceived as having global reach. Including the United States, and the European Union, and 
other nations have important global impact or seek it.  Some culture is said to be global, such as 
hip-hop, Hollywood movies or “world music.” In the minds of many, these have become the 
truly international institutions. 
 
The dominant form of social organization of the people of the world is, however, through 
nation-states. The United Nations with 193 member states and two non-member permanent 
observer states (the Holy See and Palestine) is the only truly international institution in the 
world. 
 
 There Is a Need for a Global Development Agenda 
 
From the earliest times in human history, we have been acculturated into a microphase 
awareness of our place in the Earth system, perhaps this is even a part of our biological (in 
contrast to our cultural) inheritance. Yet we find ourselves now at a place where humans as a 
whole have a macrophase impact. Microphase refers to our individual or local community 
achievements, freedoms, and aspirations; macrophase refers to our place as a collective 
human community within the Earth system. 
 

The problem of ecological sustainability cannot be solved locally or regionally with a 
microphase mindset, it must be addressed globally with a macrophase awareness—though  

somewhat paradoxically this calls for regional and local solutions everywhere. As the Great 
Transition Initiative has so ably stated, we humans are in the “planetary phase of civilization.”44 

                                                      
43 The SDGs and Targets are set forth in TOW. Since 2011, I participated, as an NGO representative, in the 

process of developing them, including attending Rio+20 in 2012 and the UN DPI/NGO conference in 2014.  
 
44 Paul Raskin et al., Great Transition: The Promise and Lure of the Times Ahead (Boston, MA: Stockholm 

Environment Institute – Boston, 2002), 5-8.  
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We are nearing or exceeding planetary boundaries,45 and our ecological footprint is 150% of 
global carrying capacity.46 

Planetary Boundaries 

 
These excesses are reflected in the degradation of planetary ecosystems. Poorer nations 
currently suffer greater ecosystem losses than richer nations,47 but no nation will be spared 
from their effects. Climate change is evident everywhere. These realities compel a global 
response.  
 
As Gro Harlem pointed out in 1987, notions of global development have focused on bringing 
poor nations and people to the level of the rich. The global development plan in the SDGs is a 
dramatic departure from past approaches, including that in the MDGs. The SDGs are the 
fulfillment of the promise of transforming the global development agenda into a sustainable 
development agenda. 

                                                      
45 “The planetary boundaries framework was first introduced in 2009, when a group of 28 internationally 

renowned scientists identified and quantified the first set of nine planetary boundaries within which humanity can 
continue to develop and thrive for generations to come. Crossing these boundaries could generate abrupt or 
irreversible environmental changes. Respecting the boundaries reduces the risks to human society of crossing 
these thresholds. “Planetary Boundaries Research,” Stockholm Resilience Centre, accessed September 10, 2015, 
http://www.stockholmresilience.org/21/research/research-programmes/planetary-boundaries.html  

 
46 “Today humanity uses the equivalent of 1.5 planets to provide the resources we use and absorb our waste. 

This means it now takes the Earth one year and six months to regenerate what we use in a year.” “World 
Footprint: Do We Fit on the Planet?” Global Footprint Network, accessed September 10, 2015, 
http://www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/GFN/page/world_footprint/ 

 
47 WWF, eds. R. McLellan, L. Iyengar, L., et al Living Planet Report 2014 Summary (Gland, Switzerland: WWF, 

2014), 16, http://wwf.panda.org/about_our_earth/all_publications/living_planet_report/ (accessed September 15, 
2015). 

http://www.stockholmresilience.org/21/research/research-programmes/planetary-boundaries.html
http://www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/GFN/page/world_footprint/
http://wwf.panda.org/about_our_earth/all_publications/living_planet_report/
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 The Importance of Governments 
 
It is desirable that nation-states, and for the foreseeable and relevant future it is certain that 
nation-states will, continue to be the dominant form of global social organization. The well-
being of nation-states and of communities of nations is essential for furtherance of a global 
development agenda. 
 
In a healthy global social system, governments, private businesses, and the social welfare sector 
(composed of nongovernmental organizations or “NGOs”) function in creative tension. There 
are many advocates for business taking the lead in development especially since the end of the 
cold war in 1991. Business has an important role to play, but the limits of businesses acting 
without the support of governments and NGOs is often not recognized. A business has to 
maintain an enterprise and do so by providing goods and services at a profit. The abilities of 
businesses to provide public goods and protect the commons are quite limited. Acting alone, 
they are not suited to bring about the scale of change needed within the timeframe needed for 
a sustainable future. They have a role to play and it is in partnership. 
 
With respect to why well-functioning governments are so important, David Orr keenly 
observed: 
 

There is a considerable movement to green corporations, and that is all to the good. But 
only governments have the power to set the rules for the economy, enforce the law, 
levy taxes, ensure the fair distribution of income, protect the poor and future 
generations, cooperate with other nations, negotiate treaties, defend the public 
interest, and protect the rights of posterity. Errant governments can wage unnecessary 
wars, squander the national treasure and reputation, make disastrous environmental 
choices, and deregulate banks and financial institutions, with catastrophic results. In 
other words, we will rise or fall by what governments do or fail to do. The long 
emergency ahead will be the ultimate challenge to our political creativity, acumen, skill, 
wisdom and foresight.48  

 
The UN brings the governments of the world together to address the common good. TOW 
provides a remarkable framework for addressing how the world develops over the next 15 
years. 
 
The Meaning of Economic Growth in TOW 
 
As stated earlier, from its beginning in the 1987 Brundtland report, sustainable development 
has been a compromise between environmental concerns and economic development. To the 
good, the vagueness of the term has brought all parties to the table, governments, businesses, 
                                                      

48 David Orr, Down to the Wire: Confronting Climate Collapse (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 7-8. 
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and NGOs. Now, however, the impingement of environmental and social issues on conventional 
economic development has required the people of the world, as reflected in TOW, to revisit the 
“Great Compromise.” 
 
A word needs to be said about why conventional economic-industrial development is held in 
such high regard by sincere people. Human history is sharply divided by the times that humans 
acquired speech and culture around 30,000 years ago, the beginning of agricultural civilization 
around 10,000 years ago, and the modern period which began in the 16th century. The modern 
period is itself marked by the beginning of the industrial revolution at the end of the 18th 
century and by the period of rapid industrial and technological growth in the 70 years following 
World War II. 
 
China’s economic growth over the last 35 years is a microcosm of the potential for good of 
conventional economic-industrial growth. The standard for extreme poverty used by the World 
Bank is $1.25 per day. From 1981 to 2004, based on this standard, those living in extreme 
poverty in China fell by over 500 million people, from 85% of the population to 27%. GDP per 
capita grew at an average rate of 8.3% per year and poverty fell at a rate of 7.1% per year. This 
means that for every 10% of increase in per capita GDP, there was a 9% fall in extreme poverty. 
In terms of the United Nations human development indicators, China’s progress over this 
period was similarly substantial.49 Given this, it is understandable that many promote economic 
growth as the key to alleviating poverty and improving the conditions of human life.50 
 
As also stated earlier, the Rio Declaration, the foundational statement of the principles of 
sustainable development, begins “Human beings are at the centre of concerns for sustainable 
development,” in contrast with the Charter for Nature which begins “Nature shall be respected 
and its essential processes shall not be impaired.” But the time has passed when human and 

                                                      
49 World Bank, China: From Poor Areas to Poor People—China’s Evolving Poverty Reduction Agenda, World 

Bank Report No. 47349-CN (Washington, DC, World Bank, 2009), iii-iv. 
 
50 According to the World Bank, economic growth has also reduced poverty globally: 

There has been marked progress on reducing poverty over the past decades. The world attained the first 
Millennium Development Goal target—to cut the 1990 poverty rate in half by 2015—five years ahead of 
schedule, in 2010. Despite this progress, the number of people living in extreme poverty globally remains 
unacceptably high. 

 According to the most recent estimates, in 2011, 17 percent of people in the developing world 
lived at or below $1.25 a day. That’s down from 43 percent in 1990 and 52 percent in 1981. 

 This means that, in 2011, just over one billion people lived on less than $1.25 a day, compared 
with 1.91 billion in 1990, and 1.93 billion in 1981. 

 Progress has been slower at higher poverty lines. In all, 2.2 billion people lived on less than US $2 
a day in 2011, the average poverty line in developing countries and another common 
measurement of deep deprivation. That is only a slight decline from 2.59 billion in 1981.  

 
World Bank, “Poverty Overview,” updated April 6, 2015, accessed April 18, 2015, 
http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview  

http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview
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nature can be divided. The stark reality is that human history and Earth history have converged 
and that, as Bruno Latour has advocated, we can now only speak of “geostory.”51 Or as Thomas 
Berry wrote, “If the central pathology that has led to the termination of the Cenozoic [era] is 
the radical discontinuity established between the human and the nonhuman, then renewal of 
life on the planet must be based on the continuity between the human and the other than 
human as a single sacred community.”52 
 
TOW addresses the Great Compromise by promoting economic growth but only in context. 
Economic growth as presented in TOW cannot be understood simply as growth in GDP and 
increase in material throughput. Nor can the workings of an economy be understood as a 
circular flow of money. 
 
Here are examples of how TOW references economic growth: 

Paragraph 9:   We envisage a world in which every country enjoys sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable economic growth and decent work for all. A world in 
which consumption and production patterns and use of all natural 
resources—from air to land, from rivers, lakes and aquifers to oceans 
and seas—are sustainable. One in which democracy, good governance 
and the rule of law as well as an enabling environment at national and 
international levels, are essential for sustainable development, 
including sustained and inclusive economic growth, social 
development, environmental protection and the eradication of poverty 
and hunger. One in which development and the application of 
technology are climate-sensitive, respect biodiversity and are resilient. 
One in which humanity lives in harmony with nature and in which 
wildlife and other living species are protected. 

Paragraph 27: Sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth is essential for 
prosperity. This will only be possible if wealth is shared and income 
inequality is addressed. We will work to build dynamic, sustainable, 
innovative and people-centred economies, promoting youth 
employment and women’s economic empowerment, in particular, and 
decent work for all. We will eradicate forced labour and human 
trafficking and end child labour in all its forms. All countries stand to 
benefit from having a healthy and well-educated workforce with the 
knowledge and skills needed for productive and fulfilling work and full 

                                                      
 

51 Bruno Latour, “Facing Gaia: Six Lectures on the Political Theology of Nature,” (Gifford Lectures on Natural 
Religion, Edinburgh, Scotland, February 18-28, 2013), http://www.bruno-
latour.fr/sites/default/files/downloads/GIFFORD-SIX-LECTURES_1.pdf (accessed December 15, 2013, no longer 
available online).  

 
52 Berry, The Great Work, 80.  

http://www.bruno-latour.fr/sites/default/files/downloads/GIFFORD-SIX-LECTURES_1.pdf
http://www.bruno-latour.fr/sites/default/files/downloads/GIFFORD-SIX-LECTURES_1.pdf
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participation in society. We will strengthen the productive capacities of 
least-developed countries in all sectors, including through structural 
transformation. We will adopt policies which increase productive 
capacities, productivity and productive employment; financial 
inclusion; sustainable agriculture, pastoralist and fisheries 
development; sustainable industrial development; universal access to 
affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy services; 
sustainable transport systems; and quality and resilient infrastructure.  

In the SDGs themselves, economic growth is the subject of Goal 8, which states, 

Goal 8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment and decent work for all 

 
While economic growth is in some parts of Goal 8 dealt with conventionally, such as in Target 
8.1 which focuses on per capita GDP growth in the least developed countries, in TOW as a 
whole economic growth is always conditioned by “sustainable” and “inclusive” and is further 
conditioned and/or put in the context of  

 decent work for all 

 sustainable consumption and production—from air to land, from rivers, lakes and 
aquifers to oceans and seas 

 democracy, good governance and rule of law; consistent with relevant international 
rules and commitments 

 shared prosperity 

 different levels of national development and capacities; respect for national policies 
consistent with relevant international rules and commitments 

 a world in which development and the application of technology are climate-sensitive, 
respect biodiversity and are resilient. One in which humanity lives in harmony with 
nature and in which wildlife and other living species are protected 

 integrated solutions, common but differentiated responsibilities 

 eradicating poverty in all its forms and dimensions 

 combatting inequality within and among countries 

 fostering social inclusion 

 people-centred economies, promoting youth employment and women’s economic 
empowerment 

 eradicate forced labour and human trafficking and end child labour in all its forms 

 healthy and well-educated workforce with the knowledge and skills needed for 
productive and fulfilling work and full participation in society 

 increase productive capacities, productivity and productive employment; financial 
inclusion; sustainable agriculture, pastoralist and fisheries development; sustainable 
industrial development 

 modern energy services; sustainable transport systems; and quality and resilient 
infrastructure 
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 global resource efficiency in consumption and production and endeavour to decouple 
economic growth from environmental degradation 

 protect labour rights and promote safe and secure working environments for all 
workers, including migrant workers, in particular women migrants, and those in 
precarious employment 
 

Therefore, one could rightly say that, while the measure of per capita income growth is kept 
intact in target 8.1, it is not the measure of sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 
growth. Economic growth that contravenes or fails to promote the conditioning factors set 
forth above is not the economic growth called for in TOW. 
 
The meaning of the term is so altered by the conditioning factors and context that we might 
speak of economic growth in TOW as “economic growing up” or “economic maturation.” 
When a human being develops or grows we don’t think of this as meaning only that the size of 
his or her body enlarges. For a human to develop is to move toward spiritual, physical, 
emotional, mental, and social maturity. In TOW economic growth also means moving toward a 
mature economic form in multiple dimensions.  
 
Perhaps Paragraph 13 of TOW says it best:  

A new approach is needed. Sustainable development recognizes that eradicating 
poverty in all its forms and dimensions, combatting inequality within and among 
countries, preserving the planet, creating sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 
growth and fostering social inclusion are linked to each other and are interdependent. 

 
SDGs as Surpassing Successors to the MDGs 
 
From an environmental standpoint, the SDGs are quite different from the MDGs. There were 
eight MDGs and one was devoted to environmental sustainability: 

 MDG 7  Ensure environmental sustainability 

There are 17 SDGs and four are devoted to environmental sustainability: 

 SDG 11  Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable 

 SDG 12  Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns 

 SDG 13  Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts 

 SDG 14  Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for 
sustainable development 

 SDG 15  Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 
sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land 
degradation and halt biodiversity loss 

 



CES Musings – November-December 2015  Page 34 of 39 
 

 
The MDGs did not show the depth of ecological concern that the SDGs do. This is primarily 
because the MDGs were not “sustainable development goals.” They were goals aimed a 
development, especially in the least developed countries, and in improving the lives of the 
poor through poverty eradication, better health, literacy, and more.  
 
The SDGs are quite different. They are aimed at altering the development of the rich world as 
much as the poor. Even in the area of improving the lives of the poor, however, the SDGs are 
different in their approach from the MDGs.  
 
MDG 1 was “Eradicate poverty and hunger,” and the Targets under MDG 1 were: 

Target 1.A: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose income is 
less than one dollar a day 

Target 1.B: Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, including 
women and young people 

Target 1.C: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who suffer from 
hunger 

 
The MDGs had no criteria for how this goal or these targets were to be achieved, only numeric 
goals.  
 
The SDGs in contrast are more specific. They say that if nations are to reduce poverty and 
hunger, they must: 

 End poverty in ALL its forms. 

 Achieve food security. 

 Improve nutrition. 

 Promote sustainable agriculture. 

 Ensure access to sustainable modern energy. 

 Build infrastructure. 

 Sustainable industrialization (presumably for higher and more efficient levels of 
production.) 

 Reduce inequality WITHIN and AMONG countries. 

 Build peaceful and inclusive societies. 

 Provide access to justice for all. 

 Build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions. 
 
TOW is the first international agreement calling for a new mode of development. The SDGs 
have greatly transformed development goals in the areas of poverty and environmental 
protection and all other areas covered by the MDGs. This is seen by comparing the complete 
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lists of MDGs and the SDGs.53 (The SDGs below are categorized following the order of the 
MDGs). 

MDGs SDGs 

1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 1.   End poverty in all its forms everywhere 

 2.   End hunger, achieve food security and 
improved nutrition and promote sustainable 
agriculture 

 6.   Ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all 

 7.   Ensure access to affordable, reliable, 
sustainable and modern energy for all 

 8.   Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth, full and productive 
employment and decent work for all 

 9.   Build resilient infrastructure, promote 
inclusive and sustainable industrialization and 
foster innovation 

 10. Reduce inequality within and among countries 

 16. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for 
sustainable development, provide access to 
justice for all and build effective, accountable 
and inclusive institutions at all levels  

2. Achieve universal primary education 4.   Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all 

3. Promote gender equality and empower 
women 

5.   Achieve gender equality and empower all 
women and girls 

4. Reduce child mortality 3.   Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being 
for all at all ages 

5. Improve maternal health  

6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other 
diseases  

 

7. Ensure environmental sustainability 11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, 
safe, resilient and sustainable 

 12. Ensure sustainable consumption and 
production patterns  

 13. Take urgent action to combat climate change 
and its impacts 

 14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas 
and marine resources for sustainable 
development 

 15. protect, restore and promote sustainable use 
of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, and halt and 

                                                      
53 In one area, health, this comparison seems to indicate the SDGs are weaker than the MDGs. If one 

reviews the Targets under SDG 3, however, one will finds that this is not the case. 
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reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity 
loss 

8. Develop a global partnership for 
development 

17. strengthen the means of implementation and 
revitalize the global partnership for 
sustainable development 

 
The SDGs are more specific. The SDGs do not simply give numerical targets for goals, e.g. the 
MDG target under “Reduce Childhood Mortality” states “Target 4.A: Reduce by two-thirds, 
between 1990 and 2015, the under-five mortality rate.” Rather the SDGs address what needs 
to be done to achieve such targets. Further the SDGs never leave aside issues of inclusion, and 
they do not entertain blind spots or shy away from tough issues—for example, the Targets 
under the above SDGs name and address water-borne illnesses, drugs, alcohol, and tobacco, 
family planning, intellectual property rights to medicines, universal healthcare, hazardous 
chemicals, regulation of global financial markets, fossil fuel subsidies, terrestrial and aquatic 
ecosystems, biodiversity loss, and much more. 
 
What Has Been Achieved With the SDGs and How They Will Transform the World? 
 
The SDGs are a stunning achievement. When one looks at the MDGs and then the SDGs one 
can see how far the global “development” agenda has progressed. 
 
In Planet Dialectics,54 Wolfgang Sachs (who was a member of ECOSOC’s Sustainable 
Development Commission) gives this brief history of the term “development”: In 1949 
President Truman, in his inauguration speech, “defined the largest part of the world as 
‘underdeveloped areas’.” From this point on, the South had a single name, underdeveloped. All 
the world’s peoples could be understood in terms of what their GNP per capita was and all 
were to move along a single trajectory—toward development. Greater production and 
economic growth were the key to peace and a better life for all.  
 
Wolfgang Sachs foresees the end of development: “The two founding assumptions of the 
development promise have lost their validity . . . , first that development could be 
universalized in space, and second, that it would be durable in time.” He writes of a post-
development world of selective slowness, one where resource sufficiency is more valued than 
resource efficiency. It is a world where it is recognized that the economic system is 
subordinate to the natural system and where economic demands are adjusted to those that 
the natural system can withstand. His exploration is one of “limits.” He asks, “Are the rich 
countries capable of living without the surplus of environmental space they appropriate today? 
Can the appreciation of limits lead to a more flourishing society? Can even self-limitation be 
part and parcel of self-liberation?” Can we imagine a world in which well-being and economic 
sufficiency are understood as superior to a world of well-having? If so, he concludes 

                                                      
54 Wolfgang Sachs, Planet Dialectics: Explorations in Environment and Development (Halifax; Nova Scotia: 

Fernwood Books, 1999).  
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“[Eventually] the social scale of the economy will also have to correspond to the economy’s 
physical scale. . . . As it is not plausible to seek limits to economic expansion only in one 
dimension—the physical one—research on sufficiency must also explore limits in the social and 
cultural dimensions.”  
 
Once such observations and questions would have been seen as wildly out of touch with 
reality. Yet, here we are with TOW: the 193 member states of the United Nations have—in 
other words the world has—adopted Wolfgang Sachs’, and for that matter Gro Harlem’s, post-
development agenda. 
 
Getting to this point was no simple task. In July 2014, the Open Working Group released its 
proposal for the SDGs, 55 a proposal that has largely been adopted in TOW. In it the Open 
Working Group catalogued the UN conferences and agreements that had led up to its 
proposal.56 Hundreds of events were held around the world to shape the SDGs, thousands of 
NGO comments and conversations were made and had with representatives of UN member 
states and staff to shape the SDGs, and years of academic conferences, books and articles were 
taken into account in the SDGs. 
 

                                                      
55 Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals (2014), accessed September 13, 2015, 

http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/focussdgs.html . 

56  In the outcome document, the commitment to fully implement the Rio Declaration, Agenda 21, the 
Programme for the Further Implementation of Agenda 21, the Plan of Implementation of the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development (Johannesburg Plan of Implementation) and the Johannesburg 
Declaration on Sustainable Development, the Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of 
Small Island Developing States (Barbados Programme of Action) and the Mauritius Strategy for the 
Further Implementation of the Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island 
Developing States was also reaffirmed. The commitment to the full implementation of the Programme of 
Action for the Least Developed Countries for the Decade 2011-2020 (Istanbul Programme of Action), the 
Almaty Programme of Action: Addressing the Special Needs of Landlocked Developing Countries within a 
New Global Framework for Transit Transport Cooperation for Landlocked and Transit Developing 
Countries, the political declaration on Africa’s development needs and the New Partnership for Africa’s 
Development was also reaffirmed. The commitments in the outcomes of all the major United Nations 
conferences and summits in the economic, social and environmental fields, including the United Nations 
Millennium Declaration, the 2005 World Summit Outcome, the Monterrey Consensus of the International 
Conference on Financing for Development, the Doha Declaration on Financing for Development, the 
outcome document of the high-level plenary meeting of the General Assembly on the Millennium 
Development Goals, the Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population and 
Development, the key actions for the further implementation of the Programme of Action of the 
International Conference on Population and Development and the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action and the outcome documents of their review conferences were reaffirmed. In the outcome 
document of the special event to follow up efforts made towards achieving the Millennium Development 
Goals, held in September 2013, inter alia, the determination to craft a strong post-2015 development 
agenda was reaffirmed.  

Ibid. Paragraph 6. 

http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/focussdgs.html
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The miracle is that what had been different agendas for human development, one focusing on 
economic growth, another on the environment, another on security and peace, another on 
gender equity, another on justice and equity, and so forth, have now come together in a single 
agenda, one almost euphemistically called the “Sustainable Development Goals.” I write 
“euphemistically,” because no prior document on development or sustainability or even 
sustainable development ever looked like this. 
 
But what are we to make of TOW? Will the SDGs really transform the world? 
 
The SDGs have been criticized both from the right and the left and also from the many groups 
focusing on particular concerns of environmental protection, justice, equality, climate, or other 
issues. Some argue that the SDGs are nothing but a wish list, which “even includes reduction of 
traffic accidents.” Others argue that in their areas it doesn’t go far enough. Deep ecologists, 
including Thomas Berry, would have worried for example that concern for oceans is couched in 
the language of “conserve and sustainably use.” Even many of the ardent supporters of the 
overall purposes of the SDGs are concerned that there are too many goals and targets. Unlike 
the MDGs, the SDG document doesn’t focus attention on a few key issues. It covers 17 goals 
and 167 targets. 
 
Some who find the UN ineffectual dismiss the significance of the SDGs because they come 
from the UN. The UN rarely exercises coercive power, and then only through the Security 
Council on issues of peace and security. For the most part, the UN only has soft power—the 
power of persuasion. Adherence to the SDGs is voluntary, with most of the burden and 
responsibility falling on nation-states. The global partnership and means of implementation 
needed to achieve the SDGs are yet to take form. There are even some who view the UN as 
pernicious and are not open to positive consideration of the SDGs. 
 
There is some merit in each criticism of, or objection to, all or part of the SDGs. They are not 
the realization of what they propose. In fact they, in and of themselves, will not transform the 
world. Of course not! They are a roadmap, not a destination. 
 
Still, we cannot conclude that the SDGs lack importance. To the contrary, with the adoption of 
the SDGs by the UN General Assembly, the world has crossed a threshold. The SDGs lay out a 
comprehensive, interrelated, and integrated, post-development, development agenda. We, 
the world, will never go back. Necessity, creativity and commitment can and will carry us 
forward.  
 
Now we know where we are going. We have a moral framework for the future. 
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ERRATUM  
 
CORRECTION OF SPELLING OF DAVID SCHENCK’S NAME 
 
The author’s name of the article “Cosmology and Wisdom: The Great Teaching Work of Thomas 
Berry,” which appeared in CES Musings, September-October 2015, was incorrectly given as 
David Schenk. The correct name of the author is David Schenck. A corrected version of the 
article is available here. 

BECOME A MEMBER, MAKE A DONATION, VOLUNTEER 
 
Your support of CES through becoming a member or making a donation is important. Benefits 
of membership include a subscription to our print publication, The Ecozoic, and discounts to 
CES events. Membership is on a calendar year basis. Memberships received after November 1 
of a calendar year count as membership for the following calendar year.  
 
You may become a member at http://www.ecozoicsocieties.org/membership/. Or, you may 
send a letter to CES at 2516 Winningham Road, Chapel Hill, North Carolina 27516, USA, with 
your contact information (name, address, email and phone) and dues. Dues for regular 
membership is US$35 (individual or family). You may become a sustaining member of CES for 
US$135 each year or by paying $5 or more monthly through an automatic payment service. 
Alternately you may become a member (and pay by credit card or PayPal) by contacting us at 
ecozoicsocieties@gmail.com. CES also accepts members who pay lesser dues or no dues.  
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