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Opinion

[ want to make an argument about the incredible value of our
planetand its functioning ecosystems. Our economy, our society, and
our very lives depend on the earth and its functioning ecosystems. |
also want to explain how our economic system corrupts our minds
into not appreciating this value. I am not here to put a price tag on
the planet and commodify nature; however, I do believe attributing
a dollar value to nature can raise awareness as to the value of what
we have and how much of it we are losing. I know it is not cool to
say this but I am a ‘glass half empty’ kind of guy. I worry about social
and environmental problems like economic inequality, climate
change, land degradation, and species extinction. These problems
are a serious threat to the nature and future of human civilization.
Scientists know this but have failed to effectively communicate
the seriousness of these realties to the public at large. Sadly, these
problems are getting worse - not better. Valuing nature can help us
solve these problems.

Deep down I think most of us know we are facing a serious
environmental crisis. I won’t belabor describing this suite of
problems that most of us are well aware of and I assume we are
concerned about. [ believe that attributing defensible dollar values
to the ecosystem services provided by our world will help us change
our economic thinking. As a young man I came to believe almost
all of these kinds of problems were driven by overpopulation. I ran
tables at Earth Day for Zero Population Growth right next to the
Planned Parenthood table and learned that empowering women
helped address the population problem and solved other problems
as well. As my understanding of our social and environmental

problems grew, I became increasingly convinced not that ‘It’s the
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economy stupid’ but rather, ‘It’s the stupid economy’. Our prevailing
neo-liberal, free market, capitalist, economic system demands
infinite growth to function, and so far, that growth has come at
the expense of other species, non-renewable natural resources,
and damage to our environment. We can’t grow on like this. We
know it is unsustainable. Our value system is broken and we need
to attribute a much higher value to the natural world in order to
support not only our economy but our very existence. To wit, we
spend over eight billion dollars for costumes and lawn decorations
for Halloween. Eight billion dollars for ONE single day. The entire
ANNUAL budget for the national park service in the United States is
three billion dollars. Most of the Halloween purchases will be in a
landfill within a month. This distorted value system will ultimately
kill us if not checked.

Currently the global market economy is roughly $80 Trillion
per year. How could we compare the value of nature to the global
economy? My colleagues and [ have chosen ‘dollars’ as a unit for
comparison. Here is the analogy: You have a million dollars of
principle in a bank account that earns $50,000 per year in interest.
Natural Capital is the principle, ecosystem services are the time
flow of value or annual interest earnings. Consider a small piece of
natural capital: Central Park in New York City. Central Park provides
myriad ecosystem services that the people of New York would rather
have than reduced taxes. How much is that? Well, at a minimum, the
value of Central Park as ‘Natural Capital’ is what you could sell off
Central Park as developable real estate for. That number is roughly
$500 Billion. $500 Billion as an investment earning 5% per year

would produce $25 Billion / year. On a per hectare basis this cocktail
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napkin calculation ‘values’ Central Park’s ecosystem services at $70
Million per hectare per year. | would also note that this valuation of
ecosystem services emanating from Central Park is only for those
benefits that the public actually perceives - the public is acutely
unaware of myriad ecosystem services benefits provided by Central
Park and almost all other ecosystems. This Central Park example
is only one of literally thousands of analyses of the dollar value of
ecosystem services that have been conducted for a variety of the
world’s ecosystems (e.g. wetlands, coral reefs, grasslands, tropical
forests, etc.). A meta-analysis of these studies, none of which had
a per hectare value at anything near the $70 million / hectare per
year demonstrated for Central Park, resulted in an estimate of the
global value of the world’s ecosystem services to be $125 Trillion /
year. Recall that the entire global market economy is much less than
this at roughly $80 Trillion / year. Sadly, the $125 Trillion would
have been $145 Trillion / year had we not lost coral reefs, wetlands,
and tropical rainforests since 1995. These changes to the earth’s
surface over the last 20 years have resulted in an annual loss of
roughly $20 Trillion / year of ecosystem service value. This annual
loss of $20 Trillion over the last 20 years is comparable to losing
the entire GDP of the United States for the same period of time.
The GDP of the US has consistently been approximately one fourth
of the global economy. These losses are an erosion of our natural
capital and they continue to grow as coral reefs die, deserts grow,
and wetlands disappear.

The failure of our economic system is a result of both a
dogmatic belief in economic theory and a failure of governance.
Nonetheless, both of these causes stem from a failure to value
nature appropriately. I would argue that we need to design an
economy in service to life and the earth’s ecosystems because
without them we won’t have an economy or a civilization. A new
ecological-economic paradigm would find a humbler place for the
market economy (human and built capital) by placing it inside of,
and subject to, the rules of human society, which in turn exists inside
of, and is subject to, the laws of nature. This is a profound shift from
the prevailing political economy, which wrongly believes that free
markets produce optimal social and environmental outcomes. To
design an economy in service to life we need to make major changes
to our broken accounting system. Consider the $5 cup of coffee you
may have bought at Starbucks this morning. Our current accounting
system likely provided you with a receipt and if you used a credit
card the details of this transaction are stored on computers for who
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knows how long. In the hour you spent buying and drinking this
cup of coffee an entire species likely went extinct. You won'’t get a
receipt for that. We probably didn’t even name the species.

If you agree with the idea that we need to design a new
political-economic system that incentivizes effective stewardship
of the planet I encourage you to use this little ‘elevator story’ with
whomever will listen to you. Present a modest proposal to ‘Kill All
The Bees’. Bees provide the ecosystem service of ‘pollination’ that
most people easily recognize as a non-market benefit of nature.
Estimates of the value of ‘pollination services’ are on the order
of $400 Billion per year. Because ‘Economic Growth’ is the most
important societal goal you point out that it is entirely rational from
the perspective of a neo-liberal economist to encourage a program
to ‘Kill All The Bees’. Killing all the bees would be a triple win from
an economic perspective: 1) It would create jobs for humans to hand
pollinate crops, 2) These jobs would increase economic activity
and boost GDP, 3) This increase in GDP would result in greater tax
revenue for the government. Satire is rough business and when
you are done with this story most people step away from you and
regard you as cognitively impaired or insane. But consider this,
What would happen if Bees went extinct? Jobs would be created,
GDP would go up, Tax revenues would go up. These three signals
would suggest bee extinction is good for the economy. What signals
do we have in our political-economic system that would suggest
bee extinction is not such a good thing? We need to change.

I think many of us have bought into bad mythology in economic
theory that is embodied by the credo that ‘Greed is good’ This is
captured by a poignant light bulb joke: How many economists does it
take to change a light bulb? A: None. The invisible hand will do it for
us. | hate to break it to you but there is no invisible hand. The idea of
an ‘invisible hand’ is superstition posing as social science. To quote
Stevie Wonder: When you believe in things that you don’t understand
then you suffer. Superstition ain’t the way. | think the psychologist
light bulb joke is perhaps more optimistic and ‘in the solution.
How many psychologists does it take to change a light bulb? A: One.
But that light bulb has to really want to change. I want to change. I
want to be a ‘Glass is half full’ kind of guy. [ am absolutely convinced
that a more rational and explicit valuation of nature is a vital step
forward in designing an economy in service to life that will create a
sustainable and desirable future for all of us.
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