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I was asked to prepare something as a brief, general introduction to the social aspects of environmental issues in this article. That is why I will make an effort to describe the main characteristics of the present state of our world and planet. Later, maybe in discussions in the afternoon or tomorrow, if we will save any time, we can also discuss political difficulties and obstacles in the process of the transition to a sustainable development specifically.


Despite the fact, that sustainable development is extremely broad, complex, comprehensive, and until today, a little bit fuzzy concept in the process of stormy movement, I suppose, we know very well, what does it mean. Anyway, we can also talk about this topic later in discussion.


I am completely convinced of two principal things:


1) People, in this dynamic media world, very often use terms without more exact thinking and understanding;


2) Secondly, almost two thousand years after Christ and approximately one century after the industrial epoch, we are at the end of a period, which I call the informatics, and at the start of the sustainable development period. Our situation seems to me to be completely new in the history of humankind. I will try to explain and to prove, why it is unprecedented and partly even unpredictable; that is, it is not simply predictable on the basis of historical analysis or by the simple extrapolation of past and current trends.


I will try to argue this idea with six brief signs of our epoch, which make, I hope, at the same time, six proofs for my model.


�
1) Our world has definitely become a global world, a global village. But, what does it mean? This world as a whole is connected by material, energetic, informational, transportational and even, I should say, “personal” flows or streams. It has become a space in which we all are “here” and nobody is “over there”; it is something like a “networld”. Effects such as the butterfly effect, the avalanche effect or the snow ball effect work now on a global level and scale. The Not-In-My-Back Yard (NIMBY) attitude has become The-World-Is-My- Back Yard (TWIMBY) attitude, and the world is polluted and exhausted globally.


2) The movement of human society and all its controlling parameters – for instance: population growth, industrial production growth, arable land loss, change in settlement structures, he depletion of natural resources, waste production and pollution are accelerating exponentially. It is not important, if all of the predictions of Donella and Dennis Meadows were filled – the trend is still visibly fixed. The food production capacity of the planet will soon reach its limit (in thirty years, the number of Earth’s inhabitants will be about ten billion), and carrying capacity of the Earth already is exceeded or even many times locally or regionally exceeded. 


3) At the same time there arises quite a new problem: the global problem. We all use or hear this term almost daily. But what in fact, is the global problem? It is so fuzzy! For instance: Is dandruff (do you know, please, what is it? I myself had to find it in a dictionary, of course: dandruff are those unpleasant white flakes in our hair). Well, is dandruff a global problem? It isn't only a joke: Dandruff occurs in the hair of people all over the world. According to television advertising, it is because they don’t use the suitable shampoo! A world problem? Obviously not. But what about ...left-handedness, for instance? We will agree that it is something much more important and necessary to solve and that left-handedness really exists all across the world. But the global problem is something basically different from all the problems in human history. It does exist in the social sphere, in the sphere of global security, in the economy, in human poverty, and, of course, in the environmental sphere. I think, that the global problem is a holistic threat which looms against humankind, human society, nature and the Earth in all its biodiversity on planetary scale, which is caused by (local and regional) anthropogenous influences, which operate together through cumulative or synergetic effects. Equally important, we have no means to solve this global problem, although the biggest nations especially, sometimes believe they do. 


�
In connection with the global problem there is still one completely new element of human history: the possibility of sudden catastrophic situations caused by man. What is a catastrophe? In comparison with “normal” everyday pollution, the catastrophe (disaster in a nuclear power-station, for instance) differs exponentially in consequence. Although a catastrophe fortunately has a very small probability, it has huge impacts. Normal situations have a probability which is practically equal to certainty, but the impacts are (immediately) much lower. But the existence of a catastrophic possibility is quite new for all decision makers, politicians and entrepreneurs. It is crucially demanding and exacting for them, because their financial or natural means are obviously limited; and they have to decide again and again how to allocate resources to various types of risks.


I make an effort to convince you that the differences between historical human situations and the contemporary state are not quantitative, but qualitative. We are in a qualitatively new situation and we have no instruments to solve its problems on a global level. Let me tell you a short story: in 1640 Filip IV, the Spanish king, discussed his intention to proclaim war against his enemy, the Habsburgs, with his advisors. The last speaker, old earl Borja said: War, my lord, is the last improvement, the last amendment of things, which is not possible itself to be improved. Mr. Federico Mayor said yesterday: We are prepared for war, not for peace. We are prepared, we are ready in a technical sense, but we can’t use war as a solution to our problems, because we would destroy the whole Earth. I do hope nobody here takes me as a friend of war, but it is only one of many proofs, that our situation is new in a qualitative sense. But do we all have responsibility and accountability enough to take this new situation seriously not in a local, but in a global sense? Do we have some other means to solve our problems? Are we able to eliminate local wars, which could simply become global ones? And finally: do we all have patience and responsibility enough to solve global problems at the local level?


�
4) During the twentieth century we were all witnesses of the fight between the centrally planned economy and the market economy. The much more flexible and efficient market economy won in the end, fortunately. Thanks to Robert Reich we know that this victory must not cover the fact that there are hundreds of modifications to the market economy and possibilities for its reasonable regulations; thanks to Samuelsson, Herman Daly, Pearce, Coase and many others we learned very well, what externalities are, how to internalize them, how to economically evaluate nature and how to give such parameters to the market. The invisible hand of the market need not damage nature and the environment, but can even protect them. But at the time when we have learned all this knowledge and these skills on the level of a the single state, the market suddenly grew global. The biggest corporations, the multinationals, are much stronger and much more powerful than individual states and their governments. The global market again prevails above political regulation now globally; multinationals are stronger than international organisations, including the G8, the European Union and even the United Nations and, unfortunately, UNESCO. So, in this new world, we again have no institutions and no processes for the reasonable governance of the market economy in the name of public interest. To be understood well: I don’t mean, of course, in any case some central world government, but global governance, co-operation, voluntary agreements among various subjects including economic, and also harder international law. There must be some rules and parameters for the world economy, similar to developed single state economies. Everybody knows the Brundtlands report “Our Common Future” from 1987; I can warmly recommend you another book with practically an identical origin and history – “Our Global Neighbourhood”, only four years old. This book stresses very strongly that it is quite necessary to balance living standards between the rich North and the poor South that we, the developed countries, must voluntarily share our natural and other wealth and even our living standards, including the sacrifice of our personal consumption.


5) Natural scientists, especially ecologists, usually understand the fifth point; I am not sure, however, if social scientists do. What is the fifth characteristic point of the contemporary world? Humankind, especially euro-american civilisation, for the first time in human history, have reached the borders of the system. They are no remaining white places on the maps, no “hic sunt leones”; there is no where to expand, either in space and in time. There are principally no new resources, no living places, no new markets in a general sense. We, the inhabitants and citizens of post-totalitarian systems, know very well, what it means to live in debt to the future (no investments for new technologies, buildings, flats, education, research, or science). Now we live for the first time in a closed system; all its existence humankind has lived in an open system, and this is a crucial difference. Environmental gurus, such as Jacques-Yves Cousteau or Lester R. Brown, have said that the limit time to change our patterns of behaviour and system of values is only ten years. Were their prognosis too pessimistic, or is it too late for us today? The important is that our situation is unprecedented in collective historical experience and mechanical extrapolations simply cannot work. 


6) The very sad development I just described, has many reasons, of course. I will mention only one here, maybe the most important, because it continues to grow even deeper and deeper day by day. The history of the twentieth has been a process moving towards ever greater rights and freedoms – while problems have become increasingly global. We live in an epoch of individual freedom, the principle on which the market economy was established (Nobel award winner, economist J. M. Buchanan said: There is only one real interest, in fact, individual interest.), but we are not willing to respect the “rights“ of nature and the rights of all living beings. Garrett Hardin called this effect “the common or public pasture”, I call it the dialectic of the individual and the whole; but it doesn’t matter. In Joseph Hellers novel “Catch 22”, Yossarian, an American fighter pilot in the second world war, tells his Major Major Major: “I wanna go home; wanna eat my apple cake by my mummy in Iowa, my Coca Cola, my girl. America might win this war, but not because of me!” – “And what would everybody think you?” asks Major Major. “In that case, I would be crazy to think in any some other way”, Yossarian answers. This type of thinking doesn’t try to find a dialogue between the individual and the society, parts and the whole, man and nature. In one sentence: Rapidly increasing human rights and freedoms have not been accompanied by increasing individual responsibility and accountability for the global state of the world. We do not want to admit, that freedom of the individual ends at the this point in which it endangers the freedoms of other individuals – and  the freedom of nature and all live beings.


�
I am afraid that this is a rather dark and gloomy picture of the state of the world. Of course, we do have a solution to this situation – it is undoubtedly sustainable development. But, this is a topic for another twenty minutes...


At this moment I should stress three important things: 


We are really in a historically new, unprecedented situation. We can’t use in bigger measure previous experiences; but we are quite sure, that revolution is not a very good way to change the world. On the other hand, we must strongly argue, that we cannot also survive with a soft and slow evolution of contemporary markets, social life and society. We need a redefinition of traditional policy, polity and politics, new institutions and new processes in the new open liberal civic society.


For this we all need a new education. In my opinion, we have relatively very good natural sciences, medicine, technical sciences for nature conservation and protection. What we do not yet have a comprehensive social science which studies all of the complex philosophical, sociological, ethical, cultural, anthropologic, economic and political aspect of sustainable development. The name of this new interdisciplinary, science is social ecology. I entreat you to help me recommend to UNESCO development and implementation of this science in the countries of transition. I think it is very important.


And obviously, we do need a new system of values. It is one of the next possible chapters of this conference; I will say only that it must be established with a combination of conscious modesty and selective exactness. But let me please, at the end of my contribution, quote an advertisement from the usual Czech newspapers: “At animal needs to survive mimicry – the ability not to be perceived. Man needs, in the jungle of competition, to be perceived. The BMW 316 Compact is – the ability to be perceived!” Understand me, please: you are not any more the talented young, social scientist or researcher, you are just the pole or stick to put into the iron coloured box called the BMW 316 Compact. This is the world we all live in.
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