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Arms and the President

A lthough the party oracles wailed about divisiveness in the nation, the Bush-Gore race has had much to
offer the American people. Families have begun talking together around the kitchen table. Kids have
discovered something besides the funnies in the newspapers. Even television is offering honest-to-

goodness news analysis, and I haven’t seen that—apart from the TV news magazines—since the Gulf War ended.

Cartoonists and late-night comics haven’t had so much fun since President Clinton’s impeachment. The cartoon I
enjoyed the most wasn’t even published in a newspaper or magazine—at least, not initially—and it made its
creator an instant celebrity. You may have seen it. It’s the one of a modified butterfly ballot with an arrow con-
necting Bush’s name on the top left to a voting button on the top right, and arrows from all the other candidates’
names running through a rat’s nest before connecting presumably with appropriate buttons elsewhere on the
ballot. The creator, who is not a cartoonist but just a clever guy, emailed the drawing to a few friends. They
forwarded it to other friends. Within days, the drawing appeared on T-shirts from Bakersfield to Bangladesh.

We can be most thankful that while we’ve been the butt of jokes around the world, there have been no killings,
no violence—well, no serious violence, anyway. There has been only rhetoric. Other nations—especially those
that have tolerated our oversight of their elections—have laughed at us, but they’ve grudgingly had to admit that
the democratic process does work here.

During the height of the Florida recount, I had breakfast with a friend who had just returned from Palestine. He
remarked that his Palestinian friends, who had been watching the recount on television, were impressed with the
lack of violence. They were especially surprised not to see guns among the demonstrators who had taken to the
streets.

The last time I recall such partisanship in the United States was during the race riots in the South in the 1950s
and ’60s. And at that time, of course, violence was rife. So were guns. We’ve been spared the guns this time
around, but that doesn’t make the attitudes any less frightening.

Politics is not the subject of this issue of FORUM. But guns are. The right to bear arms is almost as partisan an
issue as the right to recount in Florida. Folks on both sides of the debate are entrenched in their bunkers; reason-
able arguments persuade only the converted. Still, the debate is an important one, and we hope you’ll enjoy
reading the arguments, regardless of your persuasion.

While you’re reading about guns, be sure to read the sections on sustainable business and the elderly, too. These
topics aren’t quite as partisan as gun control, at least not on a national level. On an individual level, however, they
can spark intense heat, and they’re every bit as important.
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The Road Less Traveled
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.

—Robert Frost

R obert Frost undoubt-
edly wasn’t thinking
about business the
day he penned these

memorable lines. Nonetheless,
the lines are an apt description
of the position many businesses
find themselves in these days. For
many businesses, the road less
traveled is headed toward
sustainability; and for those who
have chosen this road, it has made
all the difference.

Gary Davis of the University
of Tennessee discusses how
companies today are making the
choice for sustainability. He
traces the evolution of the con-
cept from its first appearance in
1987, through its development
in the Natural Step, the CERES
Principles,  Agenda 21, and
today’s emphasis on the triple
bottom line of economic, envi-
ronmental, and social perfor-
mance.

Davis notes that to date only
a few multinational companies
have embraced the principles of
sustainability. While there have
been notable successes, investors
are still wary of any program that
might detract from the company
bottom line. The main challenge
for the decades ahead, Davis says,
is for business to demonstrate
that sustainability is a worth-

while destination, one that can
fulfil its promise.

Hunter and Amory Lovins, of
the Rocky Mountain Institute,
suggest that a new form of capi-
talism, which they call Natural
Capitalism, offers the best route
to sustainability. Natural Capital-
ism, which they see as replacing
industrial capitalism, is built on
four principles: radically more-ef-
ficient use of resources, elimina-
tion of the concept of waste, a
shift in our economic mindset
from owning objects to leasing
services, and restoration of natu-
ral resources. The authors present
a compell ing collection of
sustainability success stories that
show these principles in action.

Ray Anderson is the dynamic
force behind one of these success
stories. Anderson—the founder
and CEO of Interface, a carpet-
ing and flooring manufacturer—
tells how he challenged his com-
pany to become the world’s first
fully sustainable enterprise. To
achieve this goal, the company is
taking a hard look at every aspect
of its manufacturing and service
processes.

For instance, instead of selling
carpet, the company now leases
its  product and instal ls  i t  in
squares for easy removal. As the
lessor, Interface is responsible for

maintaining the carpet and re-
placing squares as they wear out.
Interface also recycles worn-out
carpeting yarn, converting it
into new yarn rather than send-
ing it to a landfill, burning it
for energy, or downcycling it
into a lower value product.

Much of Interface’s success
comes from applying the prin-
ciples of the Natural Step, one
of the most widely used models
for business sustainabil i l ty.
George Basile and Jill Rosen-
blum of the Natural Step orga-
nization discuss in detail its
principles, which are based on
the proper functioning of eco-
systems.

While many companies have
successfully used the Natural
Step and other models of busi-
ness sustainability, John Ehren-
feld, a visiting professor at Delft
University, the Hague, argues
that we need a more compre-
hensive model before we can
transform society. Ehrenfeld of-
fers suggestions for a new defi-
nition, which he believes can
give sustainability “the fullness
of meaning and importance to
produce the transformation that
is absent from the concept to-
day.”

The Editors
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Growing Business,
Naturally

Businesses pursuing sustainability have made major strides, but the movement needs
a much broader base of support, if it is to achieve its promise of transforming the economy.

BY GARY A. DAVIS

A lthough the term sustainability is barely more than
a decade old, the concept has a distinguished heri-
tage reaching back at least a couple of centuries to
the work of the English economist Thomas Malthus.
But during the last decade or so, the concept has
taken on deeper, richer meaning, much of it under
the banner of business sustainability.

Today, the rhetoric of business sustainability is being translated into
concrete practices and measurable indicators. The environmental and
social aspects of sustainability are also beginning to come together.
The challenge for the decades ahead is to deliver on the promise of busi-
ness sustainability. Businesses must make the changes necessary to achieve

sustainability while maintaining
profitability and shareholder value.
The movement must also extend far
beyond the few major multinational
corporations that currently embrace
the concept.

Sustainability was first defined
in Our Common Future, a 1987 re-
port of the World Commission on
Environment and Development,

commonly referred to as the
Brundtland Report. The report de-
fined sustainability as meeting “the
needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future gen-
erations to meet their own needs.”

The report focused on what na-
tions and international organizations
should do to ensure that economic
development could continue to im-

prove the quality of life without de-
stroying the environment upon
which all life depends.

The Brundtland Report con-
tained only general statements
about what role, if any, individual
businesses should have in achiev-
ing sustainability. Nonetheless,
the groundbreaking report got
some business and professional
leaders thinking about sustain-
ability and how businesses might
help make it happen.

Natural Step

T he new ideas about
sustainablility captured
the attention of Karl-
Henrik Robèrt, a Swed-

ish oncologist. Robèrt was con-
cerned that the economic-develop-
ment and quality-of-life debate
was focusing too much on environ-
mental symptoms, without con-



Winter 2000 ■ 7

sidering underlying causes. He be-
lieved that an understanding of
causes could help chart a course
for sustainability.

With the help of other Swedish
scientists, Robèrt prepared a re-
port describing the basic ways in
which humans affect the health of
the biosphere. The report also ex-
amined possibilities for creating a
sustainable society. With the sup-
port of the Swedish government,
Robèrt sent the report to every
household and school in Sweden.

In 1989, Robèrt founded the
Natural Step to promote his ideas
about sustainability. The Natural
Step defined a set of principles,
based on laws of thermodynamics
and natural cycles, that form a
framework for understanding and
communicating sustainability:
■ Substances from the Earth’s crust
must not systematically increase in
nature.
■ Substances produced by society
must not systematically increase in
nature.
■ The physical basis for the pro-
ductivity and diversity of nature
must not systematically be dimin-
ished.
■ We must be fair and efficient in
meeting basic human needs.

The Natural Step encourages
businesses to apply these prin-
ciples to all their activities and to
train employees to truly under-
stand sustainability instead of
mindlessly applying corporate
policies and procedures. The Natu-
ral Step recognizes, moreover, that
businesses are the experts on their
products, processes, and services.
Therefore, instead of telling busi-
nesses how to apply these principles,
the Natural Step encourages busi-
nesses to use the principles for
problem solving and for creating
business strategies in response to

corporate circumstances.
Major corporations around the

world have adopted the framework
and are using it to change the way
they do business. The Natural Step
now has offices in Sweden, the
United Kingdom, Canada, Japan,
Australia, New Zealand, South Af-
rica, and the United States. (See
“Walk This Way” in this issue of
FORUM.)

CERES Principles

L ike the Natural Step, the
Coalition for Environ-
mentally Responsible
Economies was formed

in 1989. Several U.S. environmen-
tal groups, together with an array
of socially responsible investors
and public pension funds, formed
the coalition to encourage busi-
nesses to lead the transition to a
more ecologically sound economy.
The cornerstone of the coalition’s
work is the CERES Principles,
which encapsulate a company’s
commitment to environmental
awareness, continued improve-
ment, and accountability. (See
sidebar: “The CERES Principles.”)

Formerly known as the Valdez
Principles, the CERES Principles,
were initially formulated in re-
sponse to the Exxon Valdez oil spill
in Prince William Sound, Alaska,
in 1989.

During the early years—from
1989 to 1992—the CERES Prin-
ciples were adopted mainly by
such companies as the Body Shop,

Ben & Jerry’s, Seventh Generation,
and Aveda, which already had
strong green reputations. Today,
over 50 companies have endorsed
the CERES Principles. Among the
endorsers are 12 Fortune 500
firms, including Sunoco, Ameri-
can Airlines, Bethlehem Steel, Ford
Motor Company, General Motors,
and Polaroid.

Agenda 21

I n 1992, the United Nations
Conference on Environment
and Development, in Rio de
Janeiro—popularly known

as the Earth Summit—stimulated
world interest in applying sus-
tainability principles to individual
businesses. During the Earth Sum-
mit, the Business Council for Sus-
tainable Development released
Changing Course: A Global Business
Perspective on Development and the
Environment, the first major report
presenting the business argument
for sustainable development.

The Earth Summit itself pro-
duced Agenda 21, which con-
tained a major chapter on the role
of business and industry in sus-
tainable development. In Chapter
30 of the report—“Strengthening
the Role of Business and Indus-
try”—the Earth Summit conferees
agreed that cleaner production
technologies throughout product
life cycles, environmental manage-
ment systems, and market-based
economic instruments were the prin-

Endorsers of the CERES Principles include Sunoco,

American Airlines, Bethlehem Steel, Ford Motor

Company, General Motors, and Polaroid.
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cipal means by which business could
contribute to sustainable develop-
ment. (See sidebar “Agenda 21 Ac-
tion Program for Industry.”)

While there was no process for
implementing Agenda 21, the Earth
Summit created interest for sustain-
ability among national govern-
ments, international organizations,
and business associations.

Eco-efficiency

F ollowing the Earth Sum-
mit, the Business Coun-
cil for Sustainable Devel-
opment committed it-

self to help implement Agenda 21

and to define key business strate-
gies and practices that would con-
tribute to sustainabil ity. 1 The
council’s principal contribution to
implementing Agenda 21 has
been the development of the con-
cept of eco-efficiency, which the
council defines as “the delivery of
competitively priced goods and
services that satisfy human needs
and bring quality of life, while pro-
gressively reducing ecological im-
pacts and resource intensity
throughout the life cycle, to a level
at least in line with the Earth’s es-
timated carrying capacity.”

To be eco-efficient, according to

the council, a company should:
■ Reduce the material intensity of
its goods and services.
■ Reduce the energy intensity of
its goods and services.
■ Reduce the dispersion of any
toxic or hazardous materials.
■ Enhance the recyclability of its
materials.
■ Maximize the sustainable use of
renewable resources.
■ Extend the durabil ity of its
products.
■ Increase the service intensity of
its goods and services.

Moreover, eco-efficiency creates
business opportunities through:

THE CERES PRINCIPLES

■■■■■ Protection of the Biosphere: We will reduce and make

continual progress toward eliminating the release of any

substance that may cause environmental damage to the

air, water, or the Earth or its inhabitants. We will safeguard

all habitats affected by our operations and will protect

open spaces and wilderness, while preserving biodiversity.

■■■■■ Sustainable Use of Natural Resources: We will make

sustainable use of renewable natural resources, such as

water, soils and forests. We will conserve nonrenewable

natural resources through efficient use and careful plan-

ning.

■■■■■ Reduction and Disposal of Wastes: We will reduce

and, where possible, eliminate waste through source

reduction and recycling. All waste will be handled and

disposed of through safe, responsible methods.

■■■■■ Energy Conservation: We will conserve energy and

improve the energy efficiency of our internal operations

and of the goods and services we sell. We will make

every effort to use environmentally safe and sustainable

energy sources.

■■■■■ Risk Reduction: We will strive to minimize the envi-

ronmental, health, and safety risks to our employees

and the communities in which we operate, by promoting

safe technologies, facilities, and operating procedures

and by being prepared for emergencies.

■■■■■ Safe Products and Services: We will reduce and,

where possible, eliminate the use, manufacture, or sale

of products and services that cause environmental dam-

age or health or safety hazards. We will inform our cus-

tomers of the environmental impacts of our products or

services and try to correct unsafe use.

■■■■■ Environmental Restoration: We will promptly and

responsibly correct conditions we have caused that en-

danger health, safety, or the environment. To the extent

feasible, we will redress injuries we have caused to per-

sons or damage we have caused to the environment,

and we will restore the environment.

■■■■■ Informing the Public: We will inform in a timely man-

ner everyone who may be affected by conditions caused

by our company that might endanger health, safety, or

the environment. We will regularly seek advice and coun-

sel through dialogue with persons in communities near

our facilities. We will not take any action against em-

ployees for reporting dangerous incidents or conditions

to management or to appropriate authorities.

■■■■■ Management Commitment: We will implement these

principles and sustain a process that ensures that the

board of directors and chief executive officer are fully

informed about pertinent environmental issues and are

fully responsible for environmental policy. In selecting

our board of directors, we will consider demonstrated

environmental commitment as a factor.

■■■■■ Audits and Reports: We will conduct an annual self-

evaluation of our progress in implementing these prin-

ciples. We will support the timely creation of generally

accepted environmental audit procedures. We will annu-

ally complete the CERES Report, which will be made avail-

able to the public.
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■ Eco-efficient processes—making
resource savings and reducing risk
or impact in processes allows com-
panies to diminish the costs of pro-
duction and site operations.
■ Reusing, recovering, and recy-
cling by-products—cooperating
with other companies can offer
opportunities to use wastes and
by-products as valuable feedstocks.
■ Creating new and better prod-
ucts—following ecological design
rules with new and enhanced func-
tionality offers companies new and
more profitable business opportu-
nities and increased market shares,
as well as cost savings.
■ Eco-efficient markets—allowing
more value and profit with less
impact for the entire economy, for
instance by promoting more effi-
cient use of resources.

Triple bottom line

Today, the field of busi-
ness sustainabil i ty is
evolving from general
principles and broad

norms to specific indicators and
consistent formats for reporting. As
a result, objective measurements
of progress toward sustainability
are now being developed that pro-
vide customers and investors a ba-
sis for evaluating businesses. More
difficult to measure, but more im-
portant to many stakeholders, are
social  indicators of business
sustainability.

Until recently, businesses consid-
ered only the economic and envi-
ronmental aspects of sustainability.
Today, however, corporate sustain-
ability reports are beginning to ad-
dress social issues as well. For in-

stance, the 1998 Shell report Profits
and Principles: Does There Have to Be
a Choice? stands out as a particu-
larly ambitious commitment to
management systems, indicators,
metrics, and targets across a spec-
trum of economic, environmental,
and social dimensions of business
performance.2 One key feature of
the report was the introduction of
the concept of the triple bottom
line of economic performance, en-
vironmental performance, and so-
cial performance.

Considerable work is under way
on how to capture the social di-
mension in sustainability report-
ing. Many of the measures being
developed are more qualitative or
subjective, and achieving consen-
sus around a set of social measures
is likely to be more difficult than

AGENDA 21 ACTION PROGRAM FOR INDUSTRY

■ Develop economic instruments and laws, legislation,

and standards, including voluntary private initiatives,

for promoting cleaner production.

■ Implement environmental accounting to internalize en-

vironmental costs into the price of goods and services.

■ Conduct annual environmental audits.

■ Adopt and implement codes of conduct promoting

best environmental practices.

■ Promote cooperation between businesses to identify,

assess, and develop cleaner production alternatives.

■ Adopt cleaner production policies, which also affect

supply chains and customers.

■ Cooperate with workers and trade unions to continu-

ously improve knowledge and skills for implementing

sustainable development operations.

■ Encourage venture capital funds for sustainable de-

velopment projects and programs.

■ Establish worldwide corporate policies on sustainable

development.

■ Transfer environmentally sound technologies and share

expertise with corporate affiliates and governments in

developing countries.

■ Promote partnerships of large business and industry

with small and medium-sized enterprises to help facili-

tate the exchange of experience in managerial skills,

market development, and technological know-how.

■ Create national councils for sustainable development.

■ Increase research and development of environmen-

tally sound technologies and environmental management

systems.

■ Develop and implement responsible and ethical man-

agement of products and processes for health, safety,

and environmental protection through codes, charters,

and initiatives integrated into all elements of business

planning and decision making, and foster openness and

dialogue with employees and the public.

■ Strengthen consideration of environmental aspects of

foreign investment by United Nations organizations and

agencies.

■ Support research and development on improving the

technological and managerial requirements for sustain-

able development, in particular for small and medium-

sized enterprises in developing countries.
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achieving consensus for environ-
mental measures.

Measuring and Reporting

The underlying premise
behind indicators of
business sustainability
is that in business, only

what gets measured gets done.
Therefore, businesses need consis-
tent, reliable ways to measure their

financial, environmental, and so-
cial performance.

There are at least three major
initiatives in the measurement and
reporting of sustainability on the
firm level: the World Business
Council for Sustainable Develop-
ment’s eco-efficiency indicators,
the Global Reporting Initiative,
and the Global Responsibility
Platform to audit and publish
sustainability reports.
■ Eco-efficiency indicators. The
World Business Council for Sus-
tainable Development has devel-
oped a set of ratios for measuring
eco-efficiency, using the following
equation:

       E = V
  F

where E = eco-efficiency, V = the
value of a product or service, and
F = an environmental factor.

This equation is based on the
goal of maximizing product or ser-
vice value while minimizing re-
source use and adverse environ-
mental impacts.

As an indicator of energy con-

sumption, for instance, a company
might use the ratio of net sales
divided by total energy consumed
per year. By comparing the eco-
efficiency ratio over a period of
years, the company would have a
valid indicator of whether its en-
ergy consumption was becoming
more efficient. Similarly, an eco-
eff iciency ratio of the annual
amount of material produced di-

vided by the amount of green-
house gas produced would give a
valid indicator of greenhouse gas
production.

The intention of the World
Business Council for Sustainable
Development is not to develop one
single approach to measuring and
reporting eco-efficiency. Rather,
the council wants to establish a
general, voluntary framework that
is flexible enough to be widely
used, broadly accepted, and easily
interpreted by a broad spectrum
of business and industry. The spe-
cifics of defining, measuring, and
communicating eco-efficiency will
necessarily vary from one business
to another, and comparisons be-
tween different businesses must be
approached with great caution.

In 1999, the council launched
a pilot program to test the valid-
ity of its eco-efficiency indicators
concept. The pilot attracted 23
companies worldwide from various
industrial sectors, including min-
ing, electronics, consumer goods,
chemicals, petroleum, life sciences,
and banking. The results of the

study showed that the indicators
are valid measures of eco-efficiency
across a broad range of industries.3

■ Global Reporting Initiative. In
1997, the Coalition for Environ-
mentally Responsible Economies,
in partnership with the United
Nations Environment Programme,
established the Global Reporting
Initiative.

The initiative’s mission is to de-
velop globally applicable guide-
lines for reporting on economic,
environmental, and social perfor-
mance, for corporations, govern-
ments, and nongovernmental or-
ganizations.

The GRI’s goals are to:
■ Elevate sustainability reporting
practices worldwide to a level
equivalent to financial reporting.
■ Design, disseminate, and pro-
mote standardized reporting prac-
tices and customized measure-
ments.
■ Ensure a permanent and effec-
tive institutional host to support
such reporting practices world-
wide.

The GRI released its Sustain-
ability Reporting Guidelines in June
2000.4 These guidelines are the
first  global effort for sustain-
ability reporting based on the
triple bottom line.
■ Global Responsibility. Now that
common indicators of business
sustainability are being developed,
we may eventually be able to com-
pare companies, as well as their
products and services, according
to their triple bottom line perfor-
mance. Companies could bench-
mark their performance with oth-
ers in their sector; they may even
be able to use superior perfor-
mance as a competitive advantage.

A consistent format for report-
ing and an accessible repository for
these reports will greatly facilitate
stakeholder use of this information.

Businesses need consistent, reliable ways to

measure their financial, environmental, and

social performance.
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Businesses could also use sustain-
ability reporting as a means of gen-
erating dialogue with customers,
investors, and suppliers.

This is the premise behind Glo-
bal Responsibility, a new company
established in Monaco to develop
the Global Responsibility Com-
munication Platform. The Plat-
form, which began as a research
project at the International Insti-
tute for Industrial Environmental
Economics at Lund University in
Sweden, is an Internet-based ser-
vice that offers a website for
sustainability reporting and stake-
holder dialogue.5 Initial member
companies include Volvo Car Cor-
poration, Sony International Eu-
rope, ITT Flygt, and Skanska.

Businesses can publish their
sustainability reports on the Glo-
bal Responsibility website, using
a reporting format that purport-
edly satisfies the criteria of the
Global Reporting Initiative and
other guidelines. Global Responsi-
bility’s audit partners, KPMG and
Deloitte & Touche, verify the re-
liability of company information
by random auditing.

The Platform also provides stake-
holders an Internet forum and chat
rooms to communicate with com-
panies. In addition to sustainability
reporting, the Platform provides in-
formation on environmental label-
ing and other environmental data
about company products.

Sustainable Consumption

U ntil now, businesses
concerned with sustain-
able development have
mainly considered only

the supply side of the market.
Companies have primarily focused
on making environmental im-
provements through changes in
process and product design. Envi-

ronmental metrics have focused on
resource inputs and environmental
pollution of manufacturing facili-
ties. Social metrics have generally
dealt with the impacts of manufac-
turing facilities in the community.
The demand side of the market—
consumption—has not undergone
the same scrutiny, even though sus-
tainability will not be achieved with-

out significant changes in our pat-
terns of consumption.

In 1999, the United Nations
Commission on Sustainable Devel-
opment issued a report on sustain-
able consumption that largely fo-
cuses on the role of governments
in promoting sustainable con-
sumption.6 The role of businesses
is not defined, but the report
clearly calls upon governments to
change consumption patterns to
promote sustainability.

Recognizing that the burden of
changes in consumption patterns
will ultimately fall on business, the
World Business Council for Sus-
tainable Development recently
undertook stakeholder dialogues
on product innovation to promote
sustainable consumption.

This new dimension of business
sustainability requires a new level
of openness on the part of busi-
ness. The discussion will ulti-
mately address how products and
services are marketed. It will have
to address core business strategies
of firms in identifying and re-
sponding to customer needs and

in selecting technologies and de-
livery systems to meet those needs.

The Next 10 Years

A lthough governments
are lauding the volun-
tary efforts of businesses
to achieve sustain-

ability, some in the environmen-
tal community are greeting these

efforts with skepticism. Michael
McCloskey, chairman of the Sierra
Club, for instance, is not con-
vinced that the principle of sus-
tainable development is sound. He
fears “that ‘sustainability’ will
prove to be no more than a boon
to publicists who will paste new
labels on old bottles and claim that
every project that makes their cli-
ents rich is sustainable.”7

Even if we accept the sustain-
ability concept and put faith in
the efforts of individual businesses
to make real improvements in en-
vironmental and social perfor-
mance through voluntary efforts,
important questions remain to be
answered. Will businesses be able
to demonstrate convincingly to
their investors—the stakeholders
who count the most to manage-
ment—that improved environ-
mental and social performance re-
sults  in improved financial
performance and competitive ad-
vantage over the time horizons
that most investors care about?
The performance of the stock of
some of the companies that are

Although governments are lauding the efforts of

businesses to achieve sustainability, some

environmentalists are skeptical.



12 ■   FORUM for Applied Research and Public Policy

leaders in sustainability initiatives
indicates that the financial com-
munity is not yet convinced.

Since only a tiny minority of
businesses are now engaged in
sustainability efforts, how will
these efforts be broadened to in-
volve all sectors of the market and
all sizes of businesses in the devel-
oping as well as the industrialized
world to make a real difference to
the environment and society?

Of course, the journey must
start somewhere, and the efforts of
the leading companies are laudable
and may produce measurable re-
sults due to the sheer scope of their
economic activity. But at the cur-
rent rate of expansion, how many

years will it take business sustain-
ability initiatives, such as indica-
tors and reporting, to penetrate
the majority of the world’s busi-
nesses? These are the immediate
challenges for the sustain-
ability movement. It will be at
least another decade before we can
expect to have any clear answers.■

Gary Davis is director of the
Center for Clean Products and Clean
Technologies in the Energy, Environ-
ment and Resources Center at the
University of Tennessee, Knoxville.

1. The World Business Council for
Sustainable Development was formed in 1995

NOTES

from a merger of the Business Council for
Sustainable Development and the World
Industry Council for the Environment.

2. See <http://www.shell.com/library/pub
l icat ion/1,5833, ,00.html?art ic le=2871&
type=publication&siteid=1532>.

3. See <http://www.wbcsd.ch/publica
tions/measuring.htm>.

4. See <http://www.globalreporting.org/
Guidelines/June2000/June2000Guidelines
Download.htm>.

5. See <http://grcp.cybercom.se/scp/>.
6. See <http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/

cpp14.htm#report>.
7. Michael McCloskey, “The Emperor Has

No Clothes: The Conundrum of Sustainable
Development,” Duke Environmental Law &
Policy Forum 9 (Spring 1999), p. 153.
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Pathway
to Sustainability

Natural Capitalism offers our best hope
for achieving a sustainable future.

BY L. HUNTER LOVINS AND AMORY B. LOVINSBY L. HUNTER LOVINS AND AMORY B. LOVINSBY L. HUNTER LOVINS AND AMORY B. LOVINSBY L. HUNTER LOVINS AND AMORY B. LOVINSBY L. HUNTER LOVINS AND AMORY B. LOVINS

I t’s generally conceded that
two great wars were the
defining events of the
20th century. When fu-
ture historians look back on

the century, however, they may well
decide that a third war—the war
against the Earth—was the single
most important event of the era.

Industrial capitalism has been
waging a war against the Earth for
nearly a quarter of a millennium.
Today, however, a new form of
capitalism, rapidly emerging in a
growing number of businesses, is
confronting industrial capitalism
on a broad front and is offering
hope that the war against the
Earth can finally come to a close.
We call this new economic system
Natural Capitalism.

The very term itself emphasizes
that industrial capitalism, as it is
now practiced, is unnatural and an
aberration. Industrial capitalism

defies its own logic. It does not
value, but rather liquidates, the
most important forms of capital,
especially natural capital—the bio-
logical world whose resources and
ecosystem services make possible
all life.

According to a pioneering
analysis of the world’s ecosystems
prepared by the United Nations,
the World Bank, and the World
Resources Institute, “There are
considerable signs that the capac-
ity of ecosystems, the biological
engines of the planet, to produce
many of the goods and services we
depend on is rapidly declining.”1

Fortunately for the Earth, however,
the emergence of Natural Capital-
ism could well mean that the end
of the decline is in sight.

Ecosystem Services
Ecosystem services are the natural
processes vital to the planet’s me-

tabolism. They include the natu-
ral resources, but also the many
values of intact ecosystems. These
free and automatic services provide
tens of trillions of dollars of worth
each year—more than the global
economy. Indeed, their value is
nearly infinite, since without them
there can be no life and therefore
no economic activity. But none of
their value is reflected on anyone’s
balance sheets.

Deficient logic of this sort can’t
be corrected simply by monetiz-
ing natural capital. Many key eco-
system services have no known sub-
stitutes at any price. The $200-
million Biosphere II project, de-
spite a great deal of impressive sci-
ence, was unable to provide
breathable air for eight people.
Biosphere I, our planet, performs
this task daily at no charge for six
billion of us.

The best technologies can’t sub-
stitute for water and nutrient cy-
cling, atmospheric and ecological
stabil ity,  poll ination and bio-
diversity, topsoil and biological
productivity, and the ability to
assimilate and detoxify society’s
wastes. There is no longer any se-
rious scientific dispute that every
major ecosystem service in the
world is in decline. With 10,000
new people arriving on Earth every
hour, more people are chasing af-
ter fewer resources. The limits to
economic growth are coming to be
set by scarcities of natural capital.
These ecosystem services underpin
all life and thus all economic ac-
tivity.

This is not to say that commodi-
ties are scarce. Prices for such re-
sources as oil—despite the recent
price spike—and copper are low
and will  trend downwards for
some time, in part because com-
panies have gotten better at ex-
tracting these materials with very
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powerful technologies that look
cheap, especially if their environ-
mental costs are not counted. In-
creasingly, what is limited is the
ability of deteriorating living sys-
tems to sustain a growing human
population.

Sometimes the cost of destroy-
ing ecosystem services becomes
apparent only when the services
start to break down. In China’s
Yangtze basin in 1998, for ex-
ample, upstream deforestation
triggered f looding that ki l led
3,700 people, dislocated another
223 million, and inundated 60
million acres (24 million hectares)
of cropland. That US$30-billion
disaster forced a logging morato-
rium and a $12-billion crash pro-
gram of reforestation.

Worldwide, the economic losses
due to extreme weather have been
rising since the 1950s, and steeply
since the 1980s, from less than
$50 billion to now $300 billion
per year. Such losses reflect gaps
in the ideology of the industrial
economy, which, for example, har-
vests wood fiber in a way that pre-
vents forests from properly regu-
lating watersheds to prevent flood-
ing, or provides energy in a way
that damages the self-stabilization
of the Earth’s climate.

The Next Industrial Revolution
Industrial capitalism was born in
England in the mid-18th century
with the first industrial revolution.
Before that time, it was inconceiv-
able that people could work more
productively. If you needed two
horsepower,  you needed two
horses; if you wanted more cloth,
you had to hire more skilled weav-
ers, if you could find them. So it
made sense to enable the relatively
scarce people to do more work by
substituting machines and abun-
dant nature.

The textile mills introduced in
the late 1700s soon enabled one
Lancastershire weaver to produce
the cloth that had previously re-
quired 200 weavers. This was only
one of many technologies that in-
creased the productivity of work-
ers as well as prosperity.

As technical and organizational
innovations spread through sector
after sector of the economy, afford-
able mass goods, purchasing
power, a middle class, and every-
thing we now call the industrial
revolution emerged.

Profit-maximizing capitalists
economized on their scarcest fac-
tor of production: skilled people.
They substituted the use of the
seemingly abundant resources and
ability of the planet to absorb their
pollution to enable people to do
more work.

The capitalist logic of economiz-
ing on scarce resources—because
that is what limits human pro-
gress—remains true. What has
changed—indeed, has reversed—is
the pattern of scarcity. Today, we
have abundant people and scarce na-
ture, not the other way around.
Now, as the economic gurus call for
even greater efforts to increase labor
productivity, as if people were still
scarce and nature still abundant, a
completely different approach is
needed.

Today’s patterns of relative scar-
city and abundance dictate using
more people and more brains to
wring four, 10, or even 100 times
as much benefit from each unit of
energy, water, materials, or any-
thing else borrowed from the
planet. Success at this will be the
basis of competitiveness in the de-
cades to come. Increased resource
productivity will be the hallmark
of what author and businessman
Paul Hawken calls the Next Indus-
trial Revolution.

Four Principles
Radically increased resource effi-
ciency is the first principle of
Natural Capitalism. It offers not
only increased profits, but also the
solution to most of the environ-
mental dilemmas facing the world
today. It greatly slows depletion
of resources at one end of the eco-
nomic process and the discharge
of pollution—resources out of
place—at the other end. It creates
profits from not having to pay for
either. And it also buys time, fore-
stalling the threatened collapse of
natural systems.

That time should then be used
to implement the remaining three
principles of Natural Capitalism:
■ Eliminate the concept of waste
by redesigning the economy on
biological lines that close the loops
of materials flows, making “wastes”
either disappear or become feed-
stocks for new processes and prod-
ucts.
■ Shift  the structure of the
economy from focusing on the pro-
cessing of materials and the mak-
ing of things to the creation of ser-
vice and flow, so as to reward re-
source productivity and loop-clos-
ing.
■ Reverse the planetary destruc-
tion now underway with programs
of restoration that invest in natu-
ral capital.

Together, the four principles of
natural capitalism enable busi-
nesses to behave as if ecosystem
services were properly valued. Be-
having in this way will begin to
reverse the loss of such services
while increasing profits.

Increasing Productivity
It is relatively easy to profit by
using resources more efficiently
because they are used incredibly
wastefully now.

Globally, the economy mobi-
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lizes a resource flow of half a tril-
lion tons per year. But only about
1 percent of that huge flow of
materials ever gets embodied in a
product and is  st i l l  there six
months after the sale. The other
99 percent is waste. Cutting such
waste represents a vast business
opportunity.
Energy efficiency. Nowhere are
the opportunities for savings easier
to see than in energy. The United
States has already cut its annual
energy bill by $200 billion since
the first oil shock in 1973, but the
country still wastes $300 billion
worth of energy each year. Just the
energy thrown away by U.S. power
stations as waste heat equals the
total energy used by Japan for ev-
erything. Moreover, the efficiency
of converting fuel at the power sta-
tion into incandescent light in the
room is only 3 percent. Modern
cars use only 1 percent of their fuel
energy to move the driver.

But many companies have
shown how to reduce such waste
and increase profits. Southwire
Corporation—an energy intensive
maker of cable, rod, and wire—
halved its energy per pound of
product in six years. The savings
roughly equaled the company’s
profits during that period, while
many competitors were going
bankrupt. The energy efficiency
effort probably saved 4,000 jobs
at 10 plants in six states. The com-
pany then went on to save even
more energy, still with two-year
paybacks.

Dow Chemical’s Louisiana Di-
vision implemented more than 900
worker-suggested energy-saving
projects from 1981 to 1993, with
average annual returns on invest-
ment in excess of 200 percent.
Returns and savings both tended
to rise in the latter years, even af-
ter the annual savings had passed

$100 million, because the engi-
neers were learning new ways to
save faster than they were using up
the old ones.

State-of-the-shelf technologies
can make old buildings three- to
four-fold more energy efficient,
while new buildings can be 10-fold
more eff icient and cheaper to
build. Examples include large and
small buildings in climates rang-
ing from well below freezing to
sweltering.

In our own house, at 7,100 feet
(2,200 meters) in the Rocky
Mountains of Colorado, we grow
bananas despite a severe outdoor
climate that has gone as low
as -40ºF (-40ºC). The house cost
less than normal to build because
the superwindows, superinsul-
ation, and ventilation heat recov-
ery, which let us eliminate the fur-
nace, cost less than the furnace
would have cost to install. We also
saved 90 percent of the household
electricity—the average usage is
only about 110 watts,  or the
equivalent of one lightbulb—99
percent of the water-heating en-
ergy, and half the water, with ex-
tra investments that paid for them-
selves in the first 10 months, us-
ing 1983 technologies. Today’s
technologies are much better.

Other houses we helped to de-
sign have achieved normal or better
comfort, with no air-conditioning
equipment, at outdoor temperatures
up to 115ºF (46ºC), yet they too
cost less than normal to build. We
showed how to modify a 200,000-
square-foot (18,600-square-meter)
glass office tower in Chicago to save
three-quarters of its energy, while
making employees more comfort-
able, healthier, and more productive,
at no more cost than the normal 20-
year renovation that would have
saved nothing.

Architecture professor Suntoorn

Boonyatikarn built a delightful
house in Bangkok that uses only
10 percent of the normal amount
of air-conditioning, yet maintains
superior comfort and cost nothing
extra to build. Similarly, an exist-
ing California office building was
cost-effectively improved to save
more than 90 percent of its air-
conditioning energy while im-
proving comfort.
Outside the box. You’ve seen the
mental exercise that calls for find-
ing the solution that connects nine
dots with four interconnecting
lines, drawn without lifting the
pencil. The clichéd solution is to
“think outside the box.”

A friend of ours who posed this
problem for his class was amazed
the next day when a student said
she could solve it in three lines.
Because these are not mathemati-
cal dots of zero diameter, if the lines
are long and slim enough and the
dots fat enough, the lines can skim
the edges of the dots in a big “Z”.
Our friend realized that asking the
class to “find the solution with
four lines” had artificially limited
the students’ creativity. Thus lib-
erated, the students then devised
a multitude of ways to do it with
one line. There is the origami so-
lution, in which you fold the pa-
per; the geographer’s solution, in
which the line goes around the
world; the mechanical engineer’s
approach that cuts the dots out
and impales them on the pencil.
Of course, the statisticians tell us
that if you crumple the paper and
stab it enough times eventually
the line will go through all nine.
Our favorite came from a 10-year
old girl, who said, “I used a fat line;
you never said it had to be a skinny
line.”

Inventor Edwin Land once re-
marked that “people who seem to
have had a new idea have often just
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stopped having an old idea.” The
world’s leading interiors company,
Interface, recently experienced
what Land called “a sudden cessa-
tion of stupidity” when redesign-
ing a standard industrial pump-
ing loop for installation in a new
Shanghai factory. The original,
supposedly optimized, design
needed 70.8 kilowatts for pump-
ing. Interface’s Dutch engineer,
Jan Schilham, made two simple de-
sign changes that cut that from
70.8 to only 5.3 kilowatts, a 92
percent reduction. Yet the rede-
signed system cost less to build and
worked better in all respects.

Schilham’s solution required no
new technology, but only two
changes in the design mentality.
First, he chose big pipes and small
pumps rather than small pipes and
big pumps. The friction in a pipe
falls as nearly the fifth power of
its diameter.2

Normal engineering practice
balances the higher capital cost of
a fatter pipe against the present
value of the pumping energy that
the pipe’s lower friction will save
over time.

But this textbook optimization
is wrong because it ignores the
capital cost of the pumping equip-
ment—the pump, motor, variable-
speed electronic control, and elec-
trical supply—that must be big
enough to overcome the pipe fric-
tion. Ignoring the potential to
make that equipment much
smaller, and optimizing one com-
ponent—the pipe—in isolation,
fails to fully exploit the system.
Optimizing the whole system in-
stead, and counting savings in
capital cost as well as in energy
cost, makes the whole system cost
less but work better.

Schilham’s second innovation
was to lay out the pipes first, then
the equipment. The normal se-

quence is the opposite: install the
equipment in traditional posi-
tions—far apart, at the wrong
height, facing the wrong way, with
other things in between—then tell
the pipefitter to hook it all up. The
resulting long, crooked pipes have
about 3 to 6 times as much fric-
tion as short, straight pipes.

Using short, straight pipes in-
stead of long, crooked ones cuts
both capital and operating costs.
In this case, in addition to other
benefits, it also saved 70 kilowatts
of heat loss, with a 3-month pay-
back, because straight pipes are
easier to insulate.

So why does this matter? Pump-
ing is the biggest use of electricity
worldwide. Electric motors use
three-fifths of all electricity. Every
unit of friction saved in the pipe
saves about 10 units of fuel, cost,
pollution, and climate change at
the power station. More important,
though, the approach of optimiz-
ing only the pieces of a design
usually suboptimizes the whole
system. The process of whole-sys-
tems thinking, and of optimizing
for multiple benefits, should be
applied to every technical system
that uses energy and resources.
Optimizing a whole pumping sys-
tem, a whole building, a whole
factory, a whole economy, can typi-
cally yield resource savings of
three- to 10-fold, yet cost less to
build.
Village Homes. Consider another
example of design integration,
from real-estate development.
Typical U.S. tract-home develop-
ments drain stormwater away in
costly underground pipes. Village
Homes, an early solar housing de-
velopment near Sacramento, Cali-
fornia, instead installed natural
water-catchment channels in the
landscaping. After a storm, the
channels would fill with rainwa-

ter. Most of the water would soak
into the ground, recharging the
groundwater, while the rest would
run off about a day faster than
mosquito larvae could hatch.

Not needing the big pipes in the
ground saved $800 per house and
provided more green space. The
developer then used the saved
money to pay for extensive edible
landscaping that provided shade,
nutrition, beauty, community fo-
cus, and crop revenues to support
more amenities. The landscaping,
plus people-centered site plan-
ning—pedestrian/bike greenways
in front of the houses, cars around
the back on narrow, tree-shaded
streets—saved more land and
money. It also cooled off the mi-
croclimate, yielding better com-
fort with little or no air-condition-
ing, and it created safe and child-
friendly neighborhoods that cut
crime by 90 percent in a neigh-
borhood that real-estate agents
once described as weird.

Village Homes is now the most
desirable place to live in the whole
town, with market values averag-
ing $11 per square foot ($1 per
square meter) above normal, and
sales three times faster than aver-
age. As usual, the same integrative
design that improved environmen-
tal, resource, and human perfor-
mance also improved market and
financial performance.
Hypercars. Combining many new
technologies with new design
thinking can yield unexpected
breakthroughs. For example,
Rocky Mountain Institute’s
HypercarSM design synthesis for
automobiles and other road ve-
hicles can produce a large sport-
utility vehicle that gets 100 miles
per gallon-equivalent, powering its
electric propulsion motors with an
onboard fuel cel l  using com-
pressed gaseous hydrogen. A
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smaller version—an ordinary 4-to-
5-passenger family car—could
achieve roughly 120 miles per gal-
lon.

Made of advanced polymer
composites like carbon fiber, the
sport-utility vehicle would be ul-
tra-light, weighing only 1,700
pounds (770 kilograms) but could
carry the same load up a 30-de-
gree slope.

It could carry six adults and 140
cubic feet (4 cubic meters) of cargo
with Mercedes comfort and safety,
yet with the performance of a
BMW. Its body materials wouldn’t
dent, rust, or fatigue. It would be
ultra-reliable and emit no pollu-
tion, producing only hot drinking
water. Its hydrogen could be prof-
itably produced without harming
the climate. The car could also be
plugged back into the electric grid
when parked, becoming a mini-
power plant on wheels and selling
back to the grid enough power to
earn its owner up to half the cost
of buying the car.

This combination of technolo-
gies—to which roughly $10 bil-
lion has already been committed
by automakers and potential new
market entrants—will ultimately
save about as much oil as OPEC
now sells.  Indeed, it probably
spells the end of the car, oil, steel,
aluminum, nuclear, coal, and elec-
tricity industries as we know them,
and the beginning of successor in-
dustries that are cleaner and more
profitable. Ford Motor Company
Chairman William Clay Ford Jr.
has predicted that hybrid-electric
cars and trucks could account for
20 percent of vehicle sales by
2010. President Okuda of Toyota
even envisaged that hybrids could
account for 33 percent of sales by
2005.

Bill Ford, as well as the chair-
man of General Motors, also pre-

dicts that both engine-driven hy-
brids and traditional cars will
eventually be replaced by fuel-cell
vehicles.  At least eight major
automakers have announced vol-
ume production of fuel-cell cars in
model years 2004-05, and two—
Honda and Toyota—intend to do
so in 2003.

With these sorts of advanced
characteristics, hypercars should
be available within five years and
dominant within 10. The tradi-
tional car industry will be toast in
about 20 years.
Profitable environmental protec-
tion. All of these ways of saving
energy mean that global climate
change can be prevented at a profit
because saving fuel costs less than
buying fuel. Leading companies
are starting to capture this poten-
tial. DuPont recently announced
that by 2010, it will reduce its
carbon dioxide emissions by 65
percent from 1990 levels, raise its
revenues 6 percent a year with no
increase in energy use, and get a
10th of its energy and a quarter of
its raw materials from renewables—
all in the name of increasing share-
holder value. ST Microelectronics,
the world’s eighth-largest chip-
maker, has set a goal of zero net
carbon emissions by 2010 despite
a 40-fold increase in production
from 1990, again in pursuit of
commercial advantage.

This is  why the European
Union has already adopted Factor
Four—at least a fourfold gain in
resource productivity—as the new
basis for sustainable development
policy and practice. Some coun-
tries, like Holland and Austria,
have declared Factor Four a na-
tional goal. The Organization for
Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment environment ministers,
the government of Sweden, and
distinguished industrial and aca-

demic leaders in Europe, Japan,
and elsewhere have gone even fur-
ther, adopting Factor 10 improve-
ments as their goal. The World
Business Council for Sustainable
Development and the United Na-
tions Environment Programme
have called for Factor 20. There is
growing evidence that even such
ambitious goals are feasible and
achievable in the marketplace.
They may, in fact,  offer st i l l-
greater profits.

Eliminating Waste
While resource efficiency is Natu-
ral Capitalism’s cornerstone, it is
only the beginning. Natural Capi-
talism doesn’t mean merely reduc-
ing waste; it means eliminating the
entire concept of waste by adopt-
ing biological patterns, processes,
and often materials. This implies
eliminating any industrial output
that represents a disposal cost
rather than a saleable product.
There should be none of what in
the 20th century were cal led
“wastes and emissions” but are
properly called “unsaleable pro-
duction.” If we can’t sell it, we
shouldn’t produce it; we should
design it out.

DesignTex, a subsidiary of
Steelcase—the world’s largest
maker of office furniture—com-
missioned the architect Bil l
McDonough to design a “green”
texti le for upholstering office
chairs. The fabric it was to replace
used such toxic chemicals to treat
and dye the cloth that the Swiss
government had declared its edge
trimmings to be a hazardous
waste. If the trimmings of the chair
fabric are toxic wastes, what’s in
the rest of the cloth that we’re sit-
ting on?

McDonough’s team screened
more than 8,000 chemicals, reject-
ing any that were persistently
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toxic, built up in food chains, or
caused cancer, mutations, birth
defects, or endocrine disruption.
They found only 38 that weren’t
harmful. From these, however, they
could make virtually every color
they might need. The cloth would
look better,  feel  better in the
hand, and last longer because the
natural fibers wouldn’t be dam-
aged by harsh chemicals. The new
fabric has won design awards. Pro-
duction also costs less because it
requires fewer and cheaper feed-
stocks and causes no health and
safety concerns; there is nothing
that could harm the workers or the
neighbors.

When the Swiss environmental
inspectors tested the manufactur-
ing plant that produced the cloth,
they thought their equipment was
malfunctioning; the water coming
out of the plant was cleaner than
the Swiss drinking water going in
because the cloth itself was acting
as an additional filter. But what
had really happened was that the
redesign of the process had elimi-
nated any waste and toxicity. As
architect McDonough put it, the
redesign took “the filters out of the
pipes and put them where they
belong, in the designers’ heads.”

Professor Hanns Fischer of the
University of Zürich could cer-
tainly appreciate McDonough’s
perspective. He noticed that his
university’s basic chemistry lab
course was turning pure, simple
reagents into mainly hazardous
wastes, incurring costs at both
ends. The students were also learn-
ing once-through, linear thinking.
So the instructional design was
partly reversed; in some of the les-
sons, the students turned the toxic
wastes back into pure, simple re-
agents. Waste production declined
99 percent, costs fell by about
$20,000 a year, and the students

learned the closed-loop thinking
that must ultimately save the
chemical industry. The only prob-
lem was that the students kept
volunteering vacation time to
repurify the wastes because it was
so much fun. Demand for wastes
soon outstripped supply.

Closing the loops in the flow of
toxic materials can also be a good
way to encourage better design
that eliminates toxicity altogether.
For example, how clean would you
design a car to be if the exhaust
pipe were plumbed into the pas-
senger compartment instead of
being aimed at people on the
streets? How clean would you make
the discharge from your factory if
the waste outfall were upstream of
the water intake? The first envi-
ronmental minister of Australia
made many factories do exactly
that. How safe would you make
your explosives factory if you built
your house next to it? That’s what
Mr. DuPont did; his company has
been the world leader in industrial
safety ever since.

Ultimately,  companies that
need environmental regulation will
not be around, because they will
not be profitable. They will have
wasted money to make things that
nobody wants. In such a biologi-
cal world, the design lessons of
nature will improve business as
well as health, housing, mobility,
community, and national security.
In this coming world, companies
will take their values from their
customers, their designs from na-
ture, and their discipline from the
marketplace. Companies that ig-
nore this will do so at their peril.

The Solutions Economy
The third key element of Natural
Capitalism is to shift the structure
of the economy from focusing not
on matter and things, but on ser-

vice and flow—from the episodic
acquisition of goods to the continual
flow of value and performance.

This change in the business
model creates incentives for con-
tinuous improvement in the
elimination of waste because it
structures the relationships so that
the provider and customer both
make money by finding more-
efficient solutions that benefit
both.

For example, in Europe and
Asia, the Schindler Elevator Com-
pany leases vertical transportation
services instead of selling elevators,
because it believes that its eleva-
tors use less energy and mainte-
nance than others. By owning the
elevators and paying their running
cost, Schindler can provide to cus-
tomers, at higher profit and lower
cost, what they really want, which
is not an elevator but the service
of being moved up and down.

Similarly, Electrolux/Sweden
leases the performance of profes-
sional floor-cleaning and commer-
cial food-service equipment, rather
than the equipment itself, and is
experimenting with leasing house-
hold “washing services” charged by
the weight of clothes washed—like
the way many photocopier services
charge by the page. And Dow and
Safety-Kleen lease dissolving services
rather than sell solvents. Now the
whole American chemical industry
is exploring this business model.
Most French commercial buildings
are heated by chauffagistes—“heat
contractors” who provide the ser-
vice of thermal comfort.

In all these cases, both customer
and provider profit from minimiz-
ing the flow of energy and materi-
als.

Carrier,  the world’s largest
manufacturer of air-conditioners,
is experimenting with leases of
comfort instead of sales of air-con-



Winter 2000 ■ 19

ditioners. Making the equipment
more efficient or more durable will
give Carrier greater profits and its
customers better comfort at lower
cost. And since making the build-
ing itself more efficient so that less
cooling yields the same comfort,
Carrier is starting to team up with
other firms that can improve light-
ing, glazings, and other building
systems. Providing a more systemic
solution, creating a relationship
that continually aligns interests, is
obviously better for customers,
shareholders, and the Earth than
selling air-conditioners.

Or consider the Films Division
of DuPont. Once nearly defunct,
the Films Division now leads its
59-firm market because it is able
to make films ever thinner, stron-
ger, and better matched to custom-
ers’ needs. Because the higher-per-
formance film is more valuable to
customers, it fetches a higher price,
but it contains fewer molecules
and hence costs less to make. More-
over, rather than using virgin raw
materials, DuPont recycles nearly
a billion dollars of used film per
year, recovered from customers
using a process called “reverse lo-
gistics,” a new topic of study in
business schools. Jack Krol, past
chairman of DuPont, has remarked
that he sees no end to DuPont’s
ability to profit from this loop-
closing and “dematerialization,”
doing ever more and better with
less material, until the company
ultimately is selling almost noth-
ing but ideas.

Reinvesting in Natural Capital
The fourth principle of Natural
Capital ism is to reverse the
planetwide destruction of ecosys-
tems by reinvesting some of the
profits from eliminating waste, in
the most productive way. Typically
this means restoring natural capi-

tal, to produce more abundantly
the biotic resources and ecosystems
services that are becoming scarce.

If natural capital is the most
important, valuable, and indis-
pensable form of capital, then a
wise society will reinvest in restor-
ing it where degraded, sustaining
it where healthy, and expanding
it wherever possible—the better to
create wealth and sustain life. It is
easiest to see how this can be done
in the industries of forestry, farm-
ing, and fishing, whose success
depends directly on the health of
the natural systems around them.
But it is starting to spread to many
other industries as the primary
inputs to manufacturing come to
be grown, not mined, and living
nanotechnologies replace vast fac-
tories.

Such transitions, however, will
place a premium on learning to
understand biological models and
on using nature as model and men-
tor rather than as a nuisance to be
evaded.

Restoring ecosystem services
might sound expensive.  But
whole-system solutions can be re-
storative in low-cost and often
even profitable ways. They enable
life to flourish, creating more life
and hence more value. Production
is carried out automatically by
nature; people need only create
hospitable conditions and do no
harm. In this exciting sphere of
innovation lie virtually unlimited
opportunities.
■ Allan Savory, a wildlife biologist
from Africa, has redesigned ranch-
ing to mimic the migration of large
herds of native grazers that co-
evolved with grasslands. This can
greatly improve the carrying ca-
pacity, even of arid and degraded
rangelands, which turn out to have
been not overgrazed but under-
grazed out of ignorance of how

brittle ecosystems evolved.
■ The California Rice Industry
Association cooperated with envi-
ronmental groups to switch from
burning rice straw to flooding the
ricefields after harvest. They now
flood 30 percent of California’s rice
acreage, harvesting a far more prof-
itable mix of wildfowl. Benefits
include free cultivation and fertili-
zation by millions of wild ducks
and geese, lucrative hunting license
fees, and groundwater recharge,
with rice as a byproduct.
■ Biologist John Todd designs “liv-
ing machines,” serving such func-
tions as heating, cooling, cleaning
up wastes, and purifying air. Some
of his “machines,” for example, are
sewage treatment plants that look
like gardens—because that’s what
they are. They make sewage into
exceptionally clean water, plus
valuable flowers, an attractive tour-
ist venue, and other byproducts,
with no toxicity, no hazard, no
odor, and lower capital costs. The
treatment plant can easily be small
enough to serve an urban neigh-
borhood or even a single building,
avoiding the dis-economies of ex-
cessively centralized collection and
treatment systems. Living organ-
isms are also being used to reme-
diate toxic pollutants into forms
that are harmless or salable or
both.

Some of the most exciting de-
velopments are modeled on
nature’s low-temperature, low-
pressure assembly techniques,
whose products rival anything
humans can produce. Janine
Benyus’s book Biomimicry points
out that spiders make silk, strong
as Kevlar but much tougher, from
digested crickets and flies, with-
out needing boiling sulfuric acid
and high-pressure extruders.

The abalone makes an inner
shell twice as tough as ceramics,
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and diatoms make seawater into
glass. Neither group needs fur-
naces. Trees turn sunlight and soil
into cellulose, a sugar stiffer and
stronger than nylon but much less
dense. Then they bind it into
wood, a natural composite with a
higher bending strength and stiff-
ness than is found in aluminum
alloy, concrete, or steel. Yet trees
don’t need smelters, kilns, or blast
furnaces.

We may never be as skillful as
spiders,  abalones,  diatoms, or
trees, but such benign natural
chemistry may be a better model
than industrialism’s primitive ap-
proach of “heat-beat-and-treat.”
These nature-mimicking practices
adopt the design experience of
nearly 4 billion years of evolution-
ary testing in which products that
don’t work are recalled by the
manufacturer. Though many de-
tails of such practices are still evolv-
ing, the broad contours of the les-
sons they teach are already clear.

Putting It All Together
What would a company that used
natural capitalism as its strategic
paradigm look like? A striking
example is emerging at Interface, an
Atlanta-based interiors company.
Most broadloom carpet is replaced
every decade because it develops
worn spots. An office is shut down,
furniture is removed, and carpet
is torn up and sent to landfills
where the millions of tons depos-
ited each year will last for up to
20,000 years. New carpet is then
laid down, the office is restored,
and operations are resumed, with
workers possibly being sickened
from the carpet-glue fumes.

Interface’s visionary chairman,
Ray Anderson, committed Inter-
face to becoming the first com-
pany of the next industrial revo-
lution. Interface has been system-

atically implementing each of the
principles of Natural Capitalism.
First, its staff has sought to in-
crease the productivity with which
they use energy and materials.
They implemented the QUEST
program to identify and eliminate
waste in Interface’s worldwide op-
erations. From 1994 to mid-2000,
this added $143 million to the
bottom line and now provides 27
percent of the company’s operat-
ing profit.

Second, Interface has sought to
close the loops of materials flows.
It is implementing a program to
recycle carpet virtually completely.
Other companies that claim to re-
cycle carpet actually “downcycle”
it, taking used carpet, chopping
it up, and reusing it in lower-grade
products such as carpet backing.
But this wastes the embodied en-
ergy in the nylon face of the car-
pet and uses more oil to make new
nylon for the new face. In contrast,
Interface’s new “Solenium” prod-
uct, released in 1999, is almost
completely remanufacturable into
identical carpet. The face is a new
type of polyester that can be sepa-
rated from the backing and re-
made into new face, while the old
backing becomes new backing.
This severs the connection to the
oil well at the front of the produc-
tion cycle and to the landfill at the
back end.

Solenium also provides better
service. The new floor covering is
nontoxic, virtually stainproof, easy
to clean with water, four times as
durable, a third less materials-in-
tensive, climate neutral—the cli-
mate impacts of making and ship-
ping it have all been offset—and,
in appropriate applications, supe-
rior in every respect. It also turns
the avoided waste into profit.

Interface implements the third
principle of Natural Capitalism by

preferring to sell floor-covering
services rather than new carpet.
People want to walk on and look
at carpet, not necessarily own it.
Under Interface’s Evergreen Ser-
vice Contract, the company will
install carpet tiles, which Interface
will own and remain responsible
for keeping clean and fresh. As
needed, Interface will replace the
10 to 20 percent of the carpet tiles
that show 80 to 90 percent of the
wear. This provides better service
at lower cost. It also increases net
employment, eliminates disrup-
tion—worn tiles are seldom under
furniture—and turns a capital ex-
penditure into a tax-deductible
operating lease.

Solenium’s quadrupled durabil-
ity and one-third lower materials
intensity, coupled with the four-
fifths lower materials flow from
replacing only the worn parts, will
cut Interface’s net flow of materi-
als and embodied energy by 97
percent even before the remanu-
facturing of the Solenium begins.
When these attributes are com-
bined with the remanufac-
turing, the continuing use of vir-
gin materials will fall by more than
99.9 percent.

Finally, Interface is initiating a
program to grow its feedstocks,
mindful that this will require the
company to ensure that its sup-
pliers practice sustainable farming,
so that they don’t just substitute
one form of unsustainability for
another. This will put Interface in
the forefront of making a steady
market for organic farmers who
restore the land through their
practices, and it will ultimately
free this once petrochemical-inten-
sive firm entirely from its depen-
dence on oil. Interface will then
take nothing from the planet, do
no harm, and provide a better ser-
vice at lower cost and higher profit.
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Interface’s first four years on
this systematic quest returned
doubled revenues, tripled operat-
ing profits, and nearly doubled
employment. Its latest quarter-bil-
lion dollars of revenue have been
produced with no increase in en-
ergy or materials inputs, just from
mining internal waste, closing the
loops, el iminating toxics,  and
shifting to a service model. In the
fifth year, external circumstances
unrelated to Interface’s sustain-
ability work hurt the company,
but it stayed profitable and is now
coming back strongly. (See “The
Next Industrial Revolution” in
this issue of FORUM.)

Beyond Profits
Implementing the elements of
Natural Capitalism tends to cre-
ate an extraordinary outpouring of
energy, initiative, and enthusiasm
at all levels of a company. It re-
moves the contradiction between
what people do at work and what
they want for their families when
they go home. This makes Natu-
ral-Capitalist firms among the
most exciting places in the world
to work.

Civilization in the 21st century
is imperiled by three problems:
the dissolution of civil societies
into lawlessness and despair; weak-
ened life-support systems; and the
dwindling public purse available
to address these problems and re-
duce human suffering. All three
share a common cause: waste. For-
tunately, all three have a common
solution, equally unacknowledged
yet increasingly obvious: the re-
duction of this waste and the
implementation of the principles
of Natural Capitalism.
Curitiba. This solution is perhaps
best i l lustrated by the city of
Curitiba, Brazil, whose population
of 2.5 million has quadrupled in

the past 20 years. The city has a
per-capita municipal budget
roughly 15 times smaller than that
of the troubled American city of
Detroit, Michigan, even though
Detroit is less than half its size.
Yet Curitiba, though not free of
problems, has solved its problems
better than any American city we
know. It has achieved remarkable
success by substituting brilliantly
integrative design for wealth.

In a community-based process
run largely by architects and
women, the city has treated its for-
midable economic, social, and eco-
logical needs, not as competing
priorities to be traded off, but as
interlinked design elements with
synergies to be captured. Hydrol-
ogy was integrated with physiog-
raphy, nutrient flows with waste
flows, transport with land-use,
education with health, participa-
tion with dignity.  In short,
Curitiba has built  one of the
world’s great cities, by design.

Most of the biggest tasks in
Curitiba’s development were car-
ried out by private companies, of-
ten in partnership with their com-
munities,  and working under
simple rules that rewarded the
desired results. For example, the
city has probably the world’s best
public transport system, based on
a safe, fast, clean, cheap, and radi-
cally redesigned bus service. The
bus system carries three-fourths of
all commuters and serves all neigh-
borhoods fairly because the 10
competing private bus companies
are rewarded, not for how many
people they carry, but for how
many kilometers of route they
serve.
Corporate responsibility. World-
wide, the leaders in eliminating
waste will be companies. But there
remains a vital role for govern-
ments and for civil society. It is

important to remember the pur-
poses and limitations of markets.
Markets make a splendid servant
but a bad master and a worse reli-
gion. Markets produce value, but
only communities and families
produce values. A society that sub-
stitutes markets for politics, eth-
ics, or faith is dangerously adrift.
Commerce must be in the vanguard
of creating a durable system of pro-
duction and consumption by
properly applying sound market
principles. Yet not all value is
monetized; not every priceless
thing is priced. Nor is accumulat-
ing money the same thing as cre-
ating wealth or improving people.
Many of the best things in life are
not the business of business. And
as the Russians and Somalis are
finding under the “gangster capi-
talism” they’ve been subjected to,
unless there are democratic ways
to establish and maintain a level
playing field, only the most ruth-
less can conduct business.

One powerful tool that govern-
ments use is tax policy. Such taxes
as FICA and other penalties on
employment that grew out of the
first industrial revolution, encour-
age companies to use more re-
sources and fewer people. Groups
like Redefining Progress have
shown how gradual and fair tax
shifting and desubsidization can
provide more of what we want—
jobs and income—and less of what
we don’t want—environmental
and social damage. Redefining
Progress is an Oakland, California,
policy organization, committed to
a more-equitable and sustainable
world.3

But governments, though vitally
important, cannot solve all our
problems. Today, over half the
world’s 100 largest economic en-
tities are not countries, but com-
panies. Corporations may well be
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the only institutions in the world
with the size, skills, resources, agil-
ity, organization, and motivation
to solve today’s toughest problems.
Such business leaders as Ray
Anderson of Interface,  Mark
Moody-Stuart of Royal/Dutch
Shell, and Pasquale Pistorio of ST
Microelectronics are redefining
what corporate responsibil ity
means. As we cross the threshold
into the next industrial revolution,
many technological and institu-
tional changes will beset us. E-
commerce alone will revolutionize
business. In this turbulent time,
companies seeking stability and
profit are turning to the ideology
of Natural Capitalism.

Companies and countries that
conscientiously pursue the four
principles of Natural Capitalism—
profiting from advanced resource

productivity, closing materials
loops and eliminating waste, pro-
viding their customers with effi-
cient solutions, and reinvesting in
natural capital—will gain a com-
manding competitive advantage.4

 They’ll be behaving as if natu-
ral and human capital were prop-
erly valued. But they’ll also be
making a profit today, when these
values are set at zero.

As former DuPont Chairman Ed
Woollard remarked, companies
that take these opportunities seri-
ously will do very well, while those
that don’t won’t be a problem—
they simply won’t be around.■

L. Hunter Lovins is chief execu-
tive officer for strategy and Amory
B. Lovins is chief executive officer of
research at the Rocky Mountain In-
stitute, Snowmass, Colorado.5
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The Next
Industrial
Revolution

We’re all passengers on Spaceship Earth, but a few centuries of
destructive manufacturing practices have placed our vehicle at risk.

BY RAY C. ANDERSONBY RAY C. ANDERSONBY RAY C. ANDERSONBY RAY C. ANDERSONBY RAY C. ANDERSON

Deep into his novel
Ishmael, author Daniel
Quinn uses a meta-
phor to describe our
civilization as it has

arisen out of the first industrial
revolution and the agricultural
revolution before that. He likens
our civilization to one of those early
attempts to build an airplane—the
one with the flapping wings and
the guy pedaling madly to make
the wings go. You’ve seen the im-
age in old film clips. In Quinn’s
metaphor, the man and the plane
go off a very high cliff and the guy
is pedaling away and the wings are
flapping, the wind is in his face,
and the poor fool thinks he’s fly-
ing. But the fact is, he’s in free fall
and just doesn’t realize it because

the ground is so far away. He’s not
flying because his plane is not
built according to the laws of aero-
dynamics.

Quinn says that our civilization
is in free fall, too, for the same rea-
son: it wasn’t built according to
the “laws of aerodynamics” that
allow civilizations to fly. We think
we can just pedal harder and ev-
erything will be okay; pedal harder
still and we can fly to the stars.
But we will surely crash unless we
redesign our craft—our civiliza-
tion—according to laws of flight
that will permit us to wing into
what author Paul Hawken calls the
next industrial revolution.

The next industrial revolution?
Is that realistic? Clearly, the first
one is just not working out very

well, as Quinn’s metaphor so aptly
demonstrates. In fact, according to
economist Lester Thurow, we’ve
already passed through the second
industrial revolution and are into
the third. In his 1999 book Build-
ing Wealth: The New Rules for In-
dividuals, Companies and Nations,
Thurow holds that the first indus-
trial revolution was steam-pow-
ered. The second, which was elec-
tricity-powered, made possible the
third, which is the information
revolution, ushering in the infor-
mation age. Clearly,  al l  three
stages have emerged with vastly
different characteristics, and all
three are revolutionary in scope.

Yet they all share some funda-
mental characteristics that lump
them together with an overarching,
common theme; they were and
remain an unsustainable phase in
civilization’s development. For ex-
ample, someone still has to manu-
facture your 10-pound laptop
computer, that icon of the infor-
mation age. If you count every-
thing processed and distilled into
the manufacture of those 10
pounds, going all the way back to
the mines for materials and well-
heads for energy, the weight will
be as much as 40,000 pounds.

Not much has changed over the
years since the beginning of the
industrial revolution except the
sophistication of the f inished
product. So I refer to all three of
Thurow’s stages collectively as the
first industrial revolution, and I
believe the next truly revolution-
ary industrial revolution will be
predicated on sustainability.

Fossil Fuelishness
I run Interface Inc., a manufactur-
ing company that annually pro-
duces and sells over a billion dol-
lars worth of carpets, textiles,
chemicals, and architectural floor-
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ing for commercial and institu-
tional interiors. Our factories pro-
cess raw materials into finished,
manufactured products. Our raw
materials come from suppliers who
operate their own factories.

A few years ago, I decided I
wanted Interface to become the
first fully sustainable industrial
enterprise—a company that could
fly on its own into the next indus-
trial revolution. In 1995, the year
we set our sights on the stars, our
sales were slightly more than $800
million. Our first task was to ex-
amine Interface’s entire supply
chain, to find out where the ma-
terials came from that produce so
great an amount of carpets, tex-
tiles, and other items. What we
discovered horrified me. We found
that to manufacture $800 million
worth of products, our factories
and suppliers, together, extracted
from the Earth and processed more
than 1.2 billion pounds of mate-
rial—that’s 1.2 billion pounds of
materials from Earth’s stored natu-
ral capital.

Of the roughly 1.2 billion
pounds, about 400 million pounds
represented relatively abundant
inorganic materials, mostly mined
from the Earth’s crust. The remain-
ing 800 million pounds was petro-
based, coming from oil, coal, or
natural gas. What troubled me the
most was that roughly two-thirds
of that 800 million pounds of ir-
replaceable, nonrenewable, ex-
haustible, precious natural re-
sources was burned up to produce
the energy to convert the other
third—along with the 400 million
pounds of inorganic material—
into products used in offices, hos-
pitals, schools, airports, and other
facilities.

That fossil fuel, with its com-
plex, precious, organic molecular
structure, is gone forever—changed

into carbon dioxide and other
waste products, many of them
toxic, that were produced in the
burning of the fuel. These sub-
stances, of course, were dumped
into the atmosphere to accumu-
late and to contribute to global
warming, to melting polar ice caps,
and someday, in the not too dis-
tant future, to flooding coastal
plains, such as much of Florida.
In the longer term, the lapping
waters may even flood the streets
of Boston, New York, New Or-
leans, and other coastal cities.
Meanwhile, we breathe what we
burn to make our products and
our livings.

This uncontrolled consumption
of natural resources cannot go on
indefinitely. My company, and
essentially every other company I
know of, is plundering the Earth.

Mea Culpa
Of course, no one other than me
is accusing me of such wasteful
practices. In fact, in terms of our
civilization’s prevailing attitudes,
I’m a kind of modern-day hero, a
captain of industry who founded
a company that provides over
8,500 people with jobs that sup-
port some 27,000 family members,
all of whom depend on those fac-
tories that consumed those mate-
rials. Besides, Interface pays fair
market prices for every pound of
material it buys and processes.
Shouldn’t that assuage my guilt?

The answer is ,  only if  the
market’s price covers the full cost,
and unfortunately, it doesn’t. Who
paid for the military power our
government sent into the Middle
East to protect the oil at its source?
You did, through your taxes. Who
is paying for the damage done by
storms, tornadoes, and hurricanes
that result from global warming?
You are, through your insurance

premiums. Who will pay for the
losses of coastal lands in Florida
and the cost of the flooded, aban-
doned streets of Boston, New York,
and New Orleans in the distant
future? Future generations, your
progeny, that’s who.

Bill McDonough—professor of
architecture at the University of
Virginia, business entrepreneur,
and a leading proponent of green
design—uses the term “inter-
generational tyranny” for this taxa-
tion without representation levied
by us on those yet unborn.

These points illustrate how the
revered market system of the first
industrial revolution allows com-
panies like mine to shift those costs
to others, to externalize those
costs, even to future generations.
In other words, the market, in its
pricing of exchange value without
regard to cost or use value, is op-
portunistic and permissive, if not
dishonest. It allows the exter-
nalization of any cost that an un-
wary, uncaring, or gullible public
will permit to be externalized.

So am I a thief, too? Yes, in
terms of the definition that I be-
lieve will come into use during the
next industrial revolution. The
perverse tax laws, by failing to cor-
rect the errant market and force it
to internalize those externalities
such as the costs of global warm-
ing and pollution, are my accom-
plices in crime. I am part of the
endemic process that is going on
at a frighteningly accelerating rate
worldwide. This process, if it’s not
stopped, will rob our children and
their children, and theirs, and
theirs, of their futures.

No industrial  company on
Earth and—I feel pretty safe in
saying—not a company or insti-
tution of any size is sustainable,
in the sense of meeting its current
needs without, to some extent,
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depriving future generations of the
means of meeting their needs.
When the Earth runs out of finite,
exhaustible resources and ecosys-
tems collapse, our descendants will
be left holding the empty bag.

Kinder, Gentler Technology
If Interface is to become the first
industrial company in the world
to attain environmental sustain-
ability, we will have to focus on
more than just doing no harm; we
will have to restore some of what’s
been lost since the first industrial
revolution. To restore means to put
back more than we take. The way
to become restorative is first to
become sustainable ourselves and
then to help or influence others
to move toward sustainability.

At Interface, we have under-
taken a quest, first to become sus-
tainable and then to become re-
storative. And we know broadly
what that means for us. It’s a
daunting challenge, and it means
creating and adopting the tech-
nologies of the future—kinder,
gentler technologies that emulate
nature. That’s where I think we
will find the model.

Someone recently mused that a
computer is mundane, but a tree
is a technological marvel. A tree
operates on solar energy and lifts
water in ways that seem to defy
the laws of physics. When we fi-
nally understand how a whole for-
est works and learn to apply its
myriad symbiotic relationships
analogously to the design of indus-
trial systems, we’ll be on the right
track. That right track will lead us
to technologies that will enable us,
for example, to operate our facto-
ries on solar energy.

A halfway house for us may be
fuel-cell or gas-turbine technolo-
gies. But ultimately, I believe we
have to learn to operate off cur-

rent income the way a forest does
and, for that matter, the way we
do in our businesses and house-
holds, not off stored natural capi-
tal. Solar energy is current energy
income, arriving daily at the speed
of light, in inexhaustible abun-
dance, from that marvelous fusion
reactor just eight minutes away.

Those technologies of the future
will enable Interface to feed its fac-
tories with recycled raw materi-
als—recycled raw materials that
come from harvesting the billions
of square yards of carpets and tex-
tiles that have already been made.
Nylon face pile can be recycled
into new nylon yarn to be made
into new carpet; backing material
can be recycled into new backing
material for new carpet; and, in
our textile business, polyester fab-
rics can be recycled into polyester
fiber, to be made into new fabrics.
These recycling processes repre-
sent a closed loop—using those
precious organic molecules over
and over in cyclical fashion, rather
than sending them to landfills, or
incinerating them, or downcycling
them into lower-value forms by
the linear processes of the first in-
dustrial revolution. Linear must
go; cyclical must replace it. Cycli-
cal is nature’s way.

In nature, there is no waste; one
organism’s waste is another’s food.
For our industrial process, so de-
pendent on petrochemical raw
materials, this means technical
“food” is to be reincarnated by re-
cycling it into the product’s next
life cycle, and the next. Of course,
the recycling operations will have
to be driven by renewable energy,
too. Otherwise, we will consume
more fossil fuel for the energy to
recycle than we will save in virgin
petrochemical raw materials by
recycling in the first place. We
want a gain, not a net loss.

If we get it right during the next
industrial revolution, we will never
have to take another drop of oil
from the Earth for our products
or industrial processes. Those tech-
nologies of the future will enable
us to send zero waste and scrap to
the landfill. We’re already well
down this track at Interface. We
have become disciplined and fo-
cused in all Interface’s businesses
on what is sometimes called the
low-hanging fruit, the easier sav-
ings to realize. We named this ef-
fort QUEST—Quality Utilizing
Employees’ Suggestions and Team-
work. In the first five years of this
effort, we’ve reduced total waste in
our worldwide business by nearly
50 percent, which has saved $133
million, and those savings are pay-
ing the bills for all the rest of this
revolution in our company. We are
on our way to saving $80 million
or more per year when we reach our
goals.

Cradle to Cradle
We’re redesigning our products for
greater resource efficiency, too. For
example, we are producing carpets
with lighter face weights—less
pile—but  better durabil ity.  It
sounds paradoxical, but it’s actu-
ally working in a measurable way.
We’re making carpets with lower
pile heights and higher densities,
using carpet face constructions
that wear better in high traffic but
use less materials. This is just one
example of the kinds of technolo-
gies that will help drive the next
industrial revolution.

Those technologies of the future
will enable us to operate without
emitting anything into the air or
water that hurts the ecosystem.
We’re just beginning to under-
stand how incredibly difficult this
will be, because the materials com-
ing into our factories from our sup-
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pliers are replete with substances
that never should have been taken
from the Earth’s crust in the first
place.

Those technologies must enable
us to get our people and products
from Point A to Point B in re-
source-efficient fashion. In our
company alone, at any hour of the
day, we have more than 1,000
people on the move, while trucks,
ships, and sometimes planes de-
liver our products all over the
world.

One potential solution for our
transportation needs is  the
hypercar developed by Rocky
Mountain Institute physicist
Amory Lovins. When operational,
Amory’s super-lightweight, super-
aerodynamic hypercar will use so-
lar energy for electrolysis of water
to extract hydrogen to power its
fuel cells. A flywheel or an ultra-
capacitor with nothing moving
and nothing to wear out will store
energy, including the recaptured
energy generated in braking the
car, with this energy going to
power electric motors on each
wheel, dispensing with the drive
train altogether.

To complement and reinforce
these new technologies, we will
continue to sensitize and engage
all 8,500 of our people in a com-
mon purpose, right down to the
factory floor and right out there
face to face with our customers.

We must also redesign com-
merce in the next industrial revo-
lution and redesign our role as
manufacturers and suppliers of
products and services. Already, we
are acquiring or forming alliances
with the dealers and contractors
that install and maintain our prod-
ucts, requiring an investment of
some $150 million in the United
States alone since 1995. With
these moves downstream into dis-

tribution, we are preparing to pro-
vide cyclical—what Bill McDonough
calls cradle-to-cradle—service to
our customers, as the distribution
system becomes a collection and
return system as well.

In our reinvented commercial sys-
tem, carpet need not be bought or
sold at all. Leasing carpet, rather
than selling it, and being respon-
sible for it cradle-to-cradle is the
future and the better way. Toward
this end, we’ve created and offered
to the market the Evergreen Lease,
the first ever perpetual lease for car-
pet. We sell the services of the car-
pet—color, design, texture, warmth,
acoustics, comfort under foot, clean-
liness, and improved indoor air
quality—but not the carpet itself.
The customer pays by the month
for these services.

In this way we make carpet into
what Michael Braungart—a chem-
ist and partner of Bill McDonough—
terms a product of service, what
Paul Hawken describes as licens-
ing in his book The Ecology of Com-
merce, and what the President’s
Council on Sustainable Develop-
ment calls extended producer re-
sponsibility. Walter Stahel, Swiss
engineer and economist, was per-
haps the first person to conceptu-
alize such a notion.

Environmental sustainability,
redefined for our purpose as tak-
ing nothing from the Earth that is
not renewable and doing no harm
to the biosphere, is a mountain,
but we’ve begun the climb. Teams
all through our company in manu-
facturing locations on four conti-
nents are working together on
hundreds of projects and technolo-
gies that are leading us toward
sustainability.

Steps to Success
We’ve embraced the Natural
Step—the frame of reference con-

ceived by Karl-Henrik Robèrt of
Sweden to define the system con-
ditions of ecological  sustain-
ability—as a compass to guide our
efforts. In the thousands and thou-
sands of little things, the Natural
Step framework is helping provide
what we have termed the sensitiv-
ity hook-up, among our people,
our communities, our customers,
and our suppliers. We want to sen-
sitize all our constituencies to
Earth’s needs and to what sustain-
ability truly means for all of us.

We started this whole effort at
Interface on two fronts. The first
was focused on waste reduction.
That’s  the revolution we cal l
QUEST. We define waste as any
cost that goes into our product
that does not produce value for our
customers. Value, of course, em-
braces product quality, including
aesthetics, utility, durability, and
resource efficiency. Since any waste
is bad, we’re measuring progress
against a zero-based waste goal. A
revolutionary notion itself, our
definition of waste includes not
just poor quality and scrap—the
traditional notions of waste. It also
means anything else we don’t do
right the first time—a misdirected
shipment, a mispriced invoice, a
bad debt. In QUEST, there’s no
such thing as “standard” waste or
“allowable” less-than-perfect qual-
ity.

QUEST is measured in hard
dollars and, as I said, we took
nearly 50 percent, or $133 mil-
lion cumulatively, out of our costs
in the first five years, on our way
to our goal of more than $80 mil-
lion per year of waste reduction.
Scrap to the landfills from our fac-
tories is down over 60 percent
since the beginning of QUEST in
1995, in some factories, 80 per-
cent.

We’ve also begun to realize that
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conceptually it might be possible
to take waste, by its current defi-
nition, to a level below zero as
measured against our 1994 bench-
mark. For instance, if we substi-
tute recycled materials for virgin
materials ,  we are el iminating
someone else’s wastes and thus are
creating, in effect, negative waste
when measured against the old
norms. If successful, we will have
replaced the old system, now ob-
solete, with the new, nonwasteful
system.

Among the other initiatives
we’ve launched is EcoSense, which
is based on a concept we cal l
EcoMetrics. As an example, con-
sider the following hypothetical
tradeoff. One widget consumes 10
pounds of petrochemically derived
material, a nonrenewable resource.
Another, functionally and aestheti-
cally identical to the first, con-
sumes only six pounds of
petrochemically derived material,
substituting four pounds of an
abundant inorganic material, but
also requires a small amount of a
chlorinated paraffin. That chlorine
could be the precursor of a deadly
dioxin. How does one measure the
true cost or value of that chlori-
nated paraffin?

EcoMetrics explores some per-
plexing tradeoffs and is predicated
on a scale that weighs such diverse
factors as toxic waste, dioxin po-
tential, aquifer depletion, carbon
dioxide emissions, habitat destruc-
tion, nonrenewable resource
depletion, and embodied energy.

In February 1996, we brought
together these two revolutionary
efforts—QUEST, the hard-dollar
effort, and EcoSense, the environ-
mental effort. We merged the two
task forces and formed 18 teams
with representatives from our busi-
nesses worldwide. Each team had
an assigned scope of investigation.

It turned out to be a wonderful
marriage, integrating these closely
related efforts, positively changing
our corporate culture, and finding
a whole new world of opportuni-
ties and challenges. Today, there
are more than 400 projects—from
persuading our landlord to install
compact fluorescent light bulbs in
our corporate headquarters office,
to creating sustainable businesses
within our company.

Formula for Success
In the 21st Century, as the new
industrial  revolution gathers
speed, I believe the winners will
be the resource-efficient. Mean-
while, the argument goes on be-
tween technophiles and techno-
phobes, one insisting that technol-
ogy will save us, the other contend-
ing that technology is the enemy.
I believe the next industrial revo-
lution will reconcile these oppos-
ing points of view, because there
is another way to express the dif-
ferences between the first indus-
trial revolution and the next. The
well-known environmental impact
equation, popularized by ecolo-
gists and authors Paul and Anne
Ehrlich, declares that environmen-
tal impact is a product of popula-
tion size, affluence, and technol-
ogy. This can be expressed math-
ematically as

E = P(A)(T)

According to the equation, an
increase in population, affluence,
or technology results in worse en-
vironmental impact. Technology—
at least the technology of the first
industrial revolution—is part of
the problem, reinforcing the
technophobes’ position.

But just what are the character-
istics of the technologies of the first
industrial revolution? For the most
part, they are extractive, linear—

take, make, waste—fossil fuel-
driven, focused on increasing la-
bor productivity per worker, abu-
sive, and wasteful. And they are
unsustainable.

What if the characteristics of
technology were changed? Let’s say
they were renewable, rather than
extractive;  cyclical  (cradle-to-
cradle), rather than linear; solar-
or hydrogen-driven, rather than
fossil fuel-driven; focused on re-
source productivity, rather than
labor productivity; and benign in
their effects on the biosphere,
rather than abusive. And what if
they emulated nature, where there
is no waste?

Might not it then be possible
to restate the environmental im-
pact equation as

E = P(A)
      T

By moving technology from the
numerator to the denominator, we
change the world as we have
known it. The technophiles, the
technophobes, the industrialists,
and the environmentalists could be
aligned and allied in their efforts
to reinvent industry and civiliza-
tion. The mathematically minded
see it immediately. In the new
equation, the more technology the
better because there would be less
impact. Furthermore, it would
begin to put the billion unem-
ployed people of Earth to work,
increasing resource productivity,
using an abundant resource—la-
bor—to conserve diminishing
natural  resources.  Technology
would become the friend of labor,
not its enemy. Technology would
become part of the solution, not
part of the problem.

What wil l  drive technology
from the numerator to the denomi-
nator? I believe getting the prices
right is the biggest part of the an-
swer. That means tax shifts and,
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perhaps, new financial instru-
ments, such as tradable emission
credits, to make pollution cost the
polluter. In any event, it means
eliminating the perverse incentives
and getting the incentives right for
innovation, correcting the market’s
fundamental dishonesty in exter-
nalizing societal costs and, instead,
harnessing honest, free-market
forces. If we can get the incentives
right, entrepreneurs everywhere
will be thankful; there will be new
fortunes to be made in the next
industrial revolution.

But what in turn will drive the
creation of tax shifts and other

politically derived financial instru-
ments? Those will ultimately be
driven by a public with a high
sense of ethics, morality, love of the
Earth, and a longing for harmony
with nature. When the people—
through the marketplace—show
their appreciation for these quali-
ties and vote with their pocket-
books for the early adopters, the
people will be leading; the good
guys will win in the marketplace
and the polling booth. And the
rest of the political and business
leaders will have to follow.

As a politician once said, “Show
me a parade and I’ll gladly march

NOTE

in front of it.” So, too, will busi-
ness and industry respond to the
demands of this new marketplace,
and Earth will gain a much-needed
reprieve.■

Ray Anderson is chairman and
chief executive officer of Interface
Inc., Atlanta, Georgia.1

1. This article is adapted from Ray Ander-
son’s book, Mid-Course Correction (Atlanta, GA:
Peregrinzilla Press, 1998).
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Walk This Way
The Natural Step provides a clear path for achieving

sustainability through increased product stewardship, environ-
mental awareness, and respect for people and the planet.

BY GEORGE BASILE AND JILL ROSENBLUMBY GEORGE BASILE AND JILL ROSENBLUMBY GEORGE BASILE AND JILL ROSENBLUMBY GEORGE BASILE AND JILL ROSENBLUMBY GEORGE BASILE AND JILL ROSENBLUM

A t its core, sustain-
ability is about meet-
ing human needs—
now and into the
future. The concept

is also all about linkages and con-
nections, complex systems, and
multiple perspectives. Meeting
human needs in the present and
future requires us to recognize the
human connections with the
planet and with each other. From
there, we must embed that recog-
nition in all that we do.

As individuals, we are effective
at understanding and acting on
our immediate needs—watch out
for that car, get that project done,
pick up that child, eat that food—
but we are not nearly as good at
understanding how our individual
actions affect the world around us
and, in turn, how those impacts
affect us as individuals.

Today, people are dominating
the planet at unprecedented, and
almost unbelievable, levels. We

have transformed about half of all
the land on the planet. We are ex-
ploiting every major ocean fishery.
We are even changing the compo-
sition of our global atmosphere
and our global soils.

There is nothing inherently
unnatural about this, but ours
appears to be a perilous path. As
living, breathing creatures we in-
teract with nature every minute of
every day. There are now 6 billion
of us living on this small planet
and billions more on the way. The
result is that our individual actions
are adding up to ever-more obvi-
ous impacts on the basic services
that nature provides us, services
that we require to survive. Our
greatest impacts have occurred over
the last couple of centuries on a
planet that measures its lifetime
in billions of years.

The disconnect between the
economy and the natural world
creates a blind spot in the vision
of strategic decision makers in

business, including consumers and
shareholders. Responsibilities such
as maintaining forests and protect-
ing the air are not seen as priorities
when compared with supply, de-
mand, margins, costs, and profits.

It is not that natural resources
are taken into account and then
discounted. More generally, they
are simply not put into the deci-
sion-making equation at all, or
they are incorporated in discon-
nected bits—social here, environ-
mental there, economic some-
where else. Often, they become vis-
ible to business decision makers
only when advocacy groups, legisla-
tive pressures, or a loss of access to a
resource points them out.

So, we come full circle. In many
cases meeting our immediate hu-
man needs and understanding the
impacts of those actions on other
people and the planet become the
very same thing. How do we de-
sign with both the present and the
future in mind? What are our mod-
els? What are our guideposts, our
design criteria?

A growing number of compa-
nies are recognizing that sustain-
ability must be part of good busi-
ness decisions.  One approach
many companies are taking is the
Natural Step framework, which is
based on science and strategic
planning.

Best Foot Forward
Sustainability is a complex topic
incorporating social, environmen-
tal, and economic parameters.1

The very complexity of the topic
has resulted in inaction and a per-
ception that integrating environ-
mental and social objectives into
design parameters or decision-
making processes is a practical
impossibility with relatively little
potential payoff. This flawed per-
ception has been enhanced by a
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lack of concise and scientifically
valid ways of presenting a clear
picture of desired outcomes and
operational guidelines.2

The Natural Step is a nonprofit
educational organization working
to build an ecologically and eco-
nomically sustainable society. Its
mission is a straightforward, albeit
challenging, one: to accelerate the
shift  toward sustainabil ity by
making the concept simpler to
understand and easier to practice.

The Natural Step offers a frame-
work that centers on scientifically
based principles for sustainability.
The Natural Step framework is
nonjudgmental and nonprescrip-
tive and serves as a design guide
for businesses,  communities,
academia, government entities,
and individuals working to rede-
sign their activities to become
more sustainable.3

The Natural Step was founded
in Sweden in 1989 by Karl-
Henrik Robèrt, a pediatric hema-
tologist. Robèrt witnessed first-
hand the connection between hu-
man illness and toxins and the
determination with which parents
of stricken children met this chal-
lenge. His concern that so much
of the environmental debate was
focused on downstream issues—
effects, rather than systemic causes
of problems—led him to action.
He began by asking how the pa-
rental drive for the immediate
well-being of children could be
linked back to the long-term issue
of sustainability, and what role
science could and should play in
forging that link.

With the help of other leading
scientists, Robèrt developed a con-
sensus document that focuses on
sustainability and, through that
lens, generally describes the basic
knowledge of nature’s functions
and how society influences natu-

ral systems. It further addresses the
notion that, as components of
natural  systems, humans are
threatening themselves by com-
promising natural resources and
functions.

Working extensively with phys-
icist John Holmberg, Robèrt ulti-
mately defined a set of system con-
ditions for sustainability, based on
the laws of thermodynamics as well
as natural cycles. Together, the
concepts behind the consensus
document and the system condi-
tions form the kernel of the Natu-
ral Step framework.

The Natural Step focuses on so-
lutions and encourages a non-
confrontational approach to prob-
lem solving. Nonetheless, when con-
frontation arises, the Natural Step
still has an important contribution
to make. Activism often has a major
role in forcing businesses to take a
seat at the table, setting an agenda
for action, and making sure that
progress continues. The Natural
Step’s approach complements the
activist’s role by providing a path
forward for companies embarking on
a sustainability initiative, whether
by unilateral choice or through mar-
ket, public, or legislative pressure.

The Natural Step framework en-
courages consensus-based dialogue
as a means of addressing complex en-
vironmental and social issues, and
it recognizes that what happens in
one part of a system affects every
other part, often in unexpected
ways. The goal of the framework is
to provide pragmatic design criteria
that can be used to guide social,
environmental, and economic ac-
tions. It serves as one compass that
can direct individuals and organiza-
tions toward sustainability.

Systems Science
The Natural Step framework takes
a systems perspective of the Earth

as a means for understanding how
to achieve sustainability—for both
the people and the planet. Because
sustainability is about meeting
human needs while staying within
the bounds of the planet and the
biosphere, understanding those
boundaries and how humans in-
teract with them is a core part of
understanding sustainability.

People are good at meeting im-
mediate needs. We are not as good
at understanding how our indi-
vidual actions affect the rest of the
world—for instance, how our choice
in housing may affect a rainforest in
British Columbia. Yet, people are
exploiting the planet at unprec-
edented levels. The knowledge gap
between individual actions and
impacts to the Earth is the essence
of why we need a holistic perspec-
tive when pursuing sustainability.
Such a perspective makes it pos-
sible to generate principles that
describe how the system works and
that can guide us toward global
sustainability.

Consider the Earth as a whole.
Matter and energy are neither cre-
ated nor destroyed. Since the Earth
is a closed system for matter, mat-
ter is regularly being transformed
from one thing to the next. The
atoms that made up the dinosaurs
are the same ones that make up
us. Moreover, matter tends to dis-
perse and become disordered.
When you wash your hands, the
bar of soap dissolves and runs
down the sink, but its matter has
not disappeared. It has only been
transformed into a less-concen-
trated, less-ordered mixture of
water, soap, and dirt.

What has value to us, therefore,
is the order and concentration of
matter—in other words, having
the right stuff in the right place at
the right time. It takes energy to
make this happen, and the most
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significant external energy source
we have is the sun. Green plants
are the primary architects that use
the sun’s energy, through photo-
synthesis, to transform disordered
matter into useful structure.

This brief description does not
describe all of the system proper-
ties relevant to global sustain-
ability, of course, but it does high-
light the concept, and it demon-
strates why ecosystems are impor-
tant for creating order on Earth.
Ecosystems provide services such
as clean water, clean air, topsoil,
biodiversity,  protection from
harmful solar radiation, and food.
Ecosystems are the result of com-
plex interactions that happen
within and around the biosphere,
creating services that people, and
all living things, rely on to survive.
They are critical to meeting hu-
man needs sustainably, yet are so
fundamental to our existence that
they are virtually invisible to us as
individuals.

It is ecosystem services that we
are affecting through our collec-
tive individual actions. In a sus-
tainable world, our demand for
ecosystem services does not out-
strip the supply. Science combined
with a systems perspective allows
us to see and understand the vital
roles these services play in a sus-
tainable world, as well as how we
interact with them.4

The Natural Step framework
relies on this systems-based, sci-
entific understanding of the planet
and the biosphere in designing
sustainability initiatives. By de-
signing with the planet in mind,
we can integrate sustainability
into the decisions we make.
Sustainability can serve as a way
to link our actions, our businesses,
and our communities directly into
the enormous realm of services the
planet and biosphere provide.

First-order Principles
Any system is defined by its first-
order principles.5 The games of
soccer or chess, for instance, are
defined by the objectives and the
rules of the games—the first-or-
der principles—not by various
strategies and skills, which come
later.

The Natural Step begins with a
goal of sustainability, for both
people and planet, and combines
science and a systems perspective
in articulating four first-order
principles for sustainability:
■ For society to be sustainable, the
environment must not be sub-
jected to increasing concentrations
of substances extracted from the
Earth. There is a threshold be-
yond which the environment can-
not tolerate the spread of green-
house gases, surface and ground-
water pollutants, toxic metals, and
other contaminants. Knowing ex-
actly where this threshold lies is a
practical impossibility. This means
we should substitute certain min-
erals that are scarce in nature with
others that are more abundant,
using all mined materials effi-
ciently, and systematically reduc-
ing dependence on fossil fuels.
■ Similarly, the environment must
not be subjected to increasing con-
centrations of substances produced
by society. As is the case with
natural materials extracted from
the Earth, there is a threshold be-
yond which the environment can-
not tolerate the spread of human-
made substances. Synthetic com-
pounds such as DDT and PCBs
remain in the environment for
many years, accumulating in the
tissues of organisms, causing pro-
found problems for animals up and
down the food chain. Other com-
pounds, such as CFCs (chlorofluo-
rocarbons), can destroy the ozone
layer, contributing to cancer. Un-

fortunately, it is often not possible
to predict these complex impacts
before they happen. We therefore
should replace certain persistent
and unnatural compounds with
ones that are normally abundant
or break down more easily in na-
ture, and we should learn to effi-
ciently use all substances syntheti-
cally produced by society.
■ Nature’s functions should not be
systematically impoverished by
physical displacement, overhar-
vesting, or other forms of ecosys-
tem manipulation that destroy the
ecosystem’s ability to renew itself.
Escalating habitat destruction and
the loss of biodiversity remove the
foundation stones of ecosystems
and the services they provide. Our
health and prosperity depend on
the capacity of the environment to
renew itself and rebuild wastes
into resources. We therefore should
use resources only from well-man-
aged ecosystems, systematically
pursuing the most productive and
efficient use of those resources, and
exercising caution in all kinds of
modification of nature.
■ To avoid violating the first three
principles of sustainability, we
should use natural resources fairly,
efficiently, and responsibly with a
goal of meeting human needs glo-
bally. If a billion people lack ad-
equate nutrition while another bil-
lion have more than they need, we
are violating this principle. When
we learn to use our resources fairly,
efficiently, and responsibly, the
needs of all people and the future
needs of people yet unborn stand
the best chance of being met.

Implementation
Applying first-order principles
when planning for sustainability
has a number of advantages that
stem from integrating clearly ar-
ticulated objectives into the entire
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planning process. Volvo, for in-
stance, has redefined itself as a
transportation company that takes
responsibility for all aspects of its
service—from roads to impacts to
services. Volvo has begun to de-
sign a car with sustainability in
mind. Guided by the first prin-
ciple—do not subject the environ-
ment to increasing concentrations
of substances extracted from the
Earth—Volvo has been conduct-
ing research on a variety of engine
options, including electric hybrids
and fuel cells, rather than simply
refining the current combustion
engine. And the company is using
much less wiring in its electrical
systems, which has the twofold
effect of reducing the amount of
copper needed in building a car
while making the systems lighter.6

Or consider the case of
Electrolux, a leading home-appli-
ance manufacturer, which decided
to phase out the use of CFCs in
its refrigerators and freezers. Al-
though a new type of CFC on the
market did not contribute to ozone
depletion and greenhouse effects
the way the older CFCs do,
Electrolux decided the newer com-
pound was not a long-term solu-
tion because it too was persistent
in the environment. Guided by
the second principle—do not sub-
ject the environment to increasing
concentrations of persistent com-
pounds—Electrolux opted instead
for another design strategy that
would eventually remove the com-
pounds altogether.7

Because the Natural Step’s first-
order principles are derived from
a systems perspective, they are
valid at multiple scales and across
differing activities.8 They thus of-
fer a common framework and lan-
guage for approaching complex
sustainability issues, such as trans-
portation, agriculture, and new

technologies, as well as specific is-
sues such as the use of plastics.

Strategic Principles
Implementing a sustainability ef-
fort for any organization, enter-
prise, or community requires the
integration of many pieces, from
creating an overall vision and strat-
egy to taking actions, assessing
actual outcomes, and modifying
actions as needed. At a minimum,
sustainability is best described in
terms of this ongoing process,
rather than in terms of any given
project.

Given a set of sustainability prin-
ciples to guide its vision and to de-
scribe its overall objectives, a com-
pany can then define its strategy.
Among the processes the Natural
Step uses are the following:
■ Backcasting. Backcasting begins
with envisioning a successful future
outcome.9 The traditional approach
to solving environmental problems
is to repair the damage and control
downstream effects. Consider, for
example, a power plant that releases
sulfur dioxide into the air. To
remove the sulfur dioxide, which
is a major contributor of acid rain,
the company installs scrubbers.
Through the process of back-
casting, however, the company
doesn’t try to remove the pollut-
ant by tacking on new technology.
Instead, the company looks back-
ward at the production process—
backcasts, applying the system
conditions to define a future suc-
cessful outcome—to find ways to
avoid producing sulfur dioxide in
the first place.

Once a company has fixed on a
desired outcome, it looks for stra-
tegic paths that will guide it to its
desired goal, with minimal envi-
ronmental impact. For instance,
Collins Pine—a forest products
company based in Portland, Or-

egon—used backcasting to come
up with an innovative alternative
to disposing of sander dust. In-
stead of continuing to treat the
dust as a waste, the company real-
ized the dust could be used as filler
in the production of particle
board. What had once been a
waste became a valuable raw ma-
terial.
■ Flexible platforms. An inherent
challenge facing many sustain-
ability initiatives is finding a way
to ensure that the short-term avail-
ability of resources will lead to-
ward satisfying long-term need. To
do this, investments should focus
on technically feasible stepping-
stones, or “flexible platforms,”
that lead from current conditions
to desired outcomes. Nike’s Ap-
parel Division provides a good ex-
ample of this approach.

Nike prefers to use organically
grown fibers in its products, even
though the current supply of or-
ganic cotton is limited. The com-
pany therefore weaves as much or-
ganic cotton into its products as
organic farmers can supply at a
reasonable cost. Nike’s ultimate
goal is to manufacture products
from materials produced solely by
sustainable agriculture practices.
The flexible platform approach al-
lows the manufacturer to use as
much or as little material as is
available at any given time while
economically supporting the out-
comes it wants.
■ Good return on investment.
When companies evaluate flexible
platforms, they should give prior-
ity to those that stand a relatively
good chance of yielding a good
return on investment. In other
words, they should identify pro-
cesses that are relatively inexpen-
sive, meet a growing market de-
mand, or anticipate coming regu-
latory changes. In short, sustain-
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able processes must also be cost-
effective, but they must be cost-
effective in terms of sustainability.

Being cost-effective under the
old nonsustainable economic
model may not be good enough.
By treating sander dust as a raw
material instead of a waste, for in-
stance, Collins Pine saved more
than $500,000 in the cost of re-
placing a burner and another
$525,000 per year in the cost of
raw materials
■ Precautionary principle. To pro-
mote sustainability, many busi-
nesses, and even nations, often fol-
low the “precautionary principle.”
The precautionary principle states
that we should avoid making criti-
cal environmental mistakes when
there is uncertainty regarding the
ecological or economic conse-
quences of a specific activity. On a
global scale, for instance, 39 in-
dustrial nations have signed the
Kyoto Protocol, agreeing to reduce
their greenhouse-gas emissions
even though no one can defini-
tively prove that the buildup of
greenhouse gases in the atmo-
sphere is causing global warming.
Despite the huge economic cost of
greenhouse-gas controls, the na-
tions that signed the protocol fol-
lowed the precautionary principle
because they recognize that the
cost of global warming will be or-
ders of magnitude greater if it
should come to pass.

The precautionary principle
also serves to protect businesses
from making unwise investments
of time, money, and resources and
from trading one problem for an-
other. By combining this approach
with a sustainability focus, busi-
ness can make better decisions.

The 21st-century Corporation
In their studies of companies
worldwide that have committed to

sustainability, Brian Nattrass and
Mary Altomare, co-directors of
Strategic Organizational Learning
at the U.S. office of the Natural
Step, have described a vision for a
corporation of the 21st century.
Companies that subscribe to this
vision apply the Natural Step
framework in shaping design cri-
teria and generating stepwise strat-
egies to move ever closer to their
goals. Nattrass and Altomare have
termed these companies “evolu-
tionary corporations.” According
to Nattrass and Altomare,

An evolutionary corporation con-
sciously operat[es] with a growing
understanding of the dynamics of
the natural systems within which it
is embedded and aligns its actions
with those systems. It consciously
chooses strategies consistent with
vital evolutionary choices for all the
systems with which it is connected
and upon which it depends.10

To do this, these companies
must recognize the impact that
human systems have on a global
scale, take responsibility for the
increasing role that industry plays,
engage in purposeful design and
redesign of their products and ser-
vices, work toward a positive fu-
ture for all stakeholders, and ex-
tend their planning and strategic
decisions to include the well-be-
ing of future generations and other
species.

Nattrass and Altomare offer the
following companies as examples
of industry leaders that qualify as
evolutionary corporations:
■ Interface Inc., an Atlanta-based
company that manufactures car-
pets, textiles, and flooring, saved
$133 million in the first five years
of its zero-waste program, prima-
rily by recycling used carpets and
textiles. Under Interface’s Ever-
green Lease program, carpet is not

sold, but rather leased, to custom-
ers. When a carpet wears out, In-
terface reclaims it and replaces it
with new carpeting made, in large
part, from recycled components of
used carpets. (See “The Next In-
dustrial Revolution” in this issue
of FORUM.)
■ Scandic Hotels, a hotel chain
based in Stockholm, introduced its
Resource Hunt program to find
ways to cut back on energy, water,
and waste-handling costs at its
120-plus hotels throughout north-
ern Europe.

During the first two years of the
Resource Hunt program, Scandic
Hotels reduced average energy
consumption at its hotels by 12
percent, reduced water consump-
tion by 12 percent, and reduced
waste generation by 28 percent.
■ IKEA, a home-furnishings com-
pany based in Denmark, has cap-
tured important energy savings in
its North American operations as
a participant in the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency’s Green
Lights program. The program pro-
motes the use of energy-efficient
lighting. After only three years in
the program, IKEA saved more
than $500,000 annually from
lighting and air conditioning re-
ductions.

Companies such as Interface,
Scandic Hotels, and IKEA are set-
ting the standard for corporations
in the 21st century. They are fol-
lowing the first-order principles
that the Natural Step espouses.
The success of these companies is
proof that science and a systems
perspective are important tools to
lead us down the road to sus-
tainability.

Nature as Paradigm
Nature exists in a dynamic equi-
librium, ever-changing, yet pro-
viding a consistency of life-sup-
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porting resources and services that
humans rely upon. If we ignore
this deep integration between
people and the planet, we do so at
our own peril. There is no reason
to ignore the natural world when
we make business decisions. In-
deed, there are profound and un-
deniable reasons for embracing
nature. The Natural Step provides
a compass and a bridge for com-
panies that want to design their
businesses with the world in
mind.■

George Basile is a senior scientist
and Jill Rosenblum is director of
Communications and Development
at the U.S. office of the Natural Step,
in San Francisco, California.
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Being
and Havingness

Sustainability reaches to the core of human nature. If humans
can learn to value being over having, sustainability can follow.

BY JOHN R. EHRENFELDBY JOHN R. EHRENFELDBY JOHN R. EHRENFELDBY JOHN R. EHRENFELDBY JOHN R. EHRENFELD

Ever since the 1700s,
when English econo-
mist Thomas Malthus
predicted the collapse
of human economies,

social critics have worried that eco-
nomic demands may outstrip the
Earth’s capacity to provide for hu-
man needs. As of yet, Malthus’ dire
prediction that agricultural pro-
ductivity would lag behind the de-
mands from a growing population
has not been realized. Periodically,
social sentinels make similar pre-
dictions about the imminent col-
lapse of society due to resource
limitations.

During the past 30 years, anxi-
ety about running out of resources
has been complemented by con-
cerns that the wastes produced by
our economic excesses are over-
stressing the capacity of ecosys-
tems. Even more recently, as evi-
denced by the Earth Summit in

Rio in 1992, dialogues that focus
on exceeding environmental lim-
its have been augmented by talk
of equity, environmental justice,
and other social issues. Together,
these underlying concerns have
become conflated under the rubric
of sustainable development.

 The Earth Summit and the cur-
rent concerns about sustainability
are manifestations of a consciousness
that has been awakened by confront-
ing worldly phenomena that
threaten health and welfare and
shake our confidence in the infalli-
bility of technological control. The
appearance of sustainability on
the scene is, in part, a consequence
of this skepticism and deeper worry.

Sustainability’s Roots
Actually, anxiety about sustain-
ability has historical roots that
predate Malthus. In fact, they go
back at least as far as the Bible and

the earliest writings of human soci-
eties. In one of the classics of envi-
ronmental literature, “On the His-
torical Roots of Our Ecological Cri-
sis,” cultural historian Lynn White
argues that the roots of our current
crisis lie in ancient Judeo-Christian
notions of dominion over the Earth
and its riches.1 The Cartesian/
Baconian ideology of the Enlight-
enment, which still underlies our
social paradigm, adds technological
domination to the theocratic views
of the Old and New Testaments,
upping our anxiety ante.

This anxiety also has deep bio-
logical and social roots. Biologists
and philosophers have noted that
living organisms demonstrate in-
stinctual patterns of behavior
whose primary purpose is survival.
These instincts are wired into our
neural circuitry and are with us as
we develop into adults. Equipped
with the magic of language, our
species accumulates and labels ex-
periences as “good” or “bad” ac-
cording to their survival value.

Over the relatively short evolu-
tionary time of Homo sapiens, lan-
guage ability has permitted the
development of social conventions
and ethical rules that augment this
basic biological sense of survival.
These rules add a supra-instinctual
repertoire to the hard-wired neu-
ronal circuits that each of us carries
around from birth, and they have
become the constructs of our most
basic social norms, such as fairness,
justice, dignity, and so forth. Each
of us acquires these rules through
education and acculturation.2

So where does sustainability
show up in this discourse?
Sustainability or, better, unsus-
tainability, arises as a social con-
struct of collective fears and anxi-
eties whose roots are the biologi-
cal patterns of behavior every one
of us possesses.
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Action at a Distance
Other forces are at work in our
society that also contribute to our
anxiety about sustainability. Tech-
nological advances today allow so-
cieties to observe and monitor the
world around them and to adjust
their cultures in accordance with
their reflective observations. Such
social reflection was unavailable in
earlier periods. For much of the
past centuries, ideology, poor com-
munications, and other factors cre-
ated a kind of cultural inbreeding.
Today, information travels at elec-
tronic speed around the globe. As
a consequence, we shape our re-
sponses to threats—both perceived
and real—and to changing condi-
tions much more quickly than at
any time in the past.

Despite this social reflection,
however, societies have great diffi-
culty in engaging in ethically re-
sponsible behavior in a world
where the consequences of action
are far removed in time and space.
And today, since so much more of
our behavior has consequences that
are felt in remote corners of the
Earth, our fai lure to achieve
sustainability may well be an un-
intended, but very large, conse-
quence of modern life.

Sustainable Development
The Earth Summit, which was at-
tended by the largest number of
heads of state in history, attests to
the commitment of powerful
world leaders to the notion of
sustainability. The Earth Summit
notion of sustainability, however,
equates sustainability with sustain-
able development, which according
to the Brundtland Commission, is
“development that meets the
needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future gen-
erations to meet their own needs.”3

This concept is essentially only a

variant of the current economic
development paradigm, which is,
itself, unsustainable.

For one thing, sustainable de-
velopment is little more than a
metaphor for eco-efficiency, which
is defined as more product or ser-
vice value for the same or less nega-
tive environmental influence. The
problem is that efficiency im-
provements are insufficient to
counter the absolute impacts cre-
ated by current economic growth
rates. A second shortcoming is that
the idea of sustainable development
fails to capture the inherently radi-
cal nature of sustainability and its
ties to its social and biological ori-
gins. Thus to be truly sustainable,
the concept of sustainability must
embrace much more than the con-
cept of sustainable development.

I Own, Therefore I Am
Some 25 years ago, the eminent
psychoanalyst Erich Fromm wrote
a remarkably prescient book, To
Have or To Be? in which he main-
tains that “the first crucial step
toward [a healthy economy] is that
production shall be directed for
the sake of ‘sane consumption.’”4

Fromm comes to this now-central
notion of sustainability from a psy-
chological/therapist stance. He
notes the possibility of two fun-
damental modes of human exist-
ence: being and having. Accord-
ing to Fromm, the “having” para-
digm, which has come to domi-
nate modern industrial cultures,
has turned pathological, and only
a shift to the radical, alternate “be-
ing” mode can save both the hu-
man species and the natural world
in which we live. Fromm insists
that “having and being are two
fundamental modes of experience,
the respective strengths of which
determine the differences between
the characters of individuals and

the various types of social struc-
tures.”5 Having is a familiar mode
of living in which identity is com-
pletely tied up with possessing.
Being is much more diffuse as a
concept. It is the experience of act-
ing and leads to a sense of alive-
ness and connectedness that hu-
mans only rarely recognize.

Fromm notes that the beingness
of experience has become lost even
in the modern linguistic practice
of using nouns in place of verbs.
One says, for example, “I have an
idea” instead of “I think.” At the
extreme, the relationship of hu-
mans to each other and to the sur-
rounding world collapses into a
pathological identity: I am equals
what I have and consume.

Fromm’s concern over this exis-
tential consequence of modern
ways of living is echoed in other
philosophies, ranging from Mar-
tin Heidegger’s notions of what
constitutes a human being,6 to
Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of
human needs,7 or to the more re-
cent works of Nobel economist
Amartya Sen and philosopher
Martha Nussbaum on needs and
capabilities and their relationship
to flourishing.8

Flourishing is about leading a
good life, a notion as old as hu-
man history itself. Just as the en-
vironment we live in is showing
signs of stress—one might say that
Mother Nature is not flourishing
today—humans are not becoming
satisfied in spite of ever-increasing
consumptive patterns.

Sustainability Defined
With all this as preface, I define
sustainability as a possibility that
humans and other life forms will
f lourish on the Earth forever.
Flourishing means not only sur-
vival, but also the realization of
whatever we as humans declare
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makes life good and meaningful,
including notions like justice,
freedom, and dignity. And as a
possibil ity,  sustainabil ity is  a
guide to actions that will or can
achieve its central vision of flour-
ishing for time immemorial.

Possibilities are unconstrained
by the limits to action created by
deterministic rules. Such rules are
the product of past experience, and
they limit action to incremental
change. If societies can escape the
bounds of the existing mode of liv-
ing, then all is, indeed, possible—
even that which does not appear
available from inside the existing
paradigm. Sustainability as possi-
bility is, thus, a profoundly and radi-
cally different notion of the world
than those that dominate our cur-
rent way of thinking. It is a future
vision from which we can construct
our present way of being.

This sense of sustainability is
clearly insufficient as a guide, al-
though it can be a very powerful
way of thinking about sustain-
ability. It lacks a reference to the
actors who must maintain the pos-
sibility, and it ignores its impor-
tance in a normative hierarchy. In-
corporating these additional fea-
tures in a more practical form, I
suggest the following working
definition: sustainability is a pos-
sible way of living or being in
which individuals, firms, govern-
ments, and other institutions act
responsibly in taking care of the
future as if it belonged to them
today, in equitably sharing the
ecological resources on which the
survival of human and other spe-
cies depends, and in assuring that
all who live today and in the fu-
ture will be able to flourish—that
is, satisfy their needs and aspira-
tions.

Having now suggested that
present strategies and policies

coming from eco-efficiency and
sustainable development are insuf-
ficient as bases for designing a sus-
tainable world, let me suggest a
strategic framework for my defini-
tion of sustainability. Let us be-
gin by establishing three, more or
less independent, strategic catego-
ries—rationalistic, naturalistic,
and humanistic—each springing
from a different worldview.

Rationalistic Strategies
Rationalistic concepts spring from
our historic ways of thinking and
reflect dominant basic ideologies
such as competitive markets, utili-
tarianism, and optimism in tech-
nology. It is in this category that
we find the Brundtland idea of
sustainable development and eco-
efficiency and other ways of speak-
ing about resource productivity.
Even though I suggest a new way
of thinking is needed, I do not
claim that these concepts are un-
important. All can be markers on
the way to sustainability.

Eco-efficiency is unarguably a
guide to improved performance in
the environmental dimension of
sustainability, but it does not di-
rectly address human flourishing
or ecological limits. To a large ex-
tent, the problems we face spring
from the limited way we come to
know and act in the modern, tech-
nological world.

Extended producer responsibil-
ity, the precautionary principle,
and products-service systems are
recent rationalistic strategies. Ex-
tended producer responsibility,
with strong roots in Europe, is a
policy framework aimed at mak-
ing manufacturers responsible for
minimizing undesirable environ-
mental impacts. In its most com-
mon setting, extended producer
responsibility requires firms to
take back the goods they produce

at the end of the goods’ life and
dispose of them in an environmen-
tally sound manner, thus avoiding
the unintended problems of un-
sound throw-away practices.

The precautionary principle,
also found more in Europe than
in the United States, is a reformu-
lation of the classical ethics prin-
ciple that one should not act if the
action is known to cause harm.
When such knowledge is unavail-
able, this classical form can be re-
structured into the precautionary
form, which maintains that one
should not act if the consequences
of the action are unknown.

Products-service systems are
now complementing the older no-
tion of products as the primary
form of manufactured artifacts.
The U.S. firm Interface Inc., which
produces flooring products, has
begun to offer services of indus-
trial carpeting through a lease and
take-back strategy rather than
through the traditional route of
customer purchases. Under this
approach, clients rent, rather than
purchase, carpeting from Interface.
When the carpet needs to be re-
placed, the company removes the
old carpeting, recycles it, and re-
places it with new flooring. (See
“The Next Industrial Revolution”
in this issue of FORUM.) Xerox
has a similar strategy in which the
company leases products to cus-
tomers but retains all l ifetime
maintenance and disposal respon-
sibilities.

Car-sharing—acquiring vehicles
for short periods from cooperatives
or firms offering this service—is
another approach that is growing
in Europe. In addition to the ob-
vious efficiencies of higher use per
vehicle, the system has resulted in
lower automobile use by partici-
pating households. Instead of pur-
chasing a car, families rely entirely
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on car-sharing for their automo-
bile needs. At the same time, these
families shift to other modes—
walking, public transport, or bi-
cycles—for part of their total mo-
bility demands.

Naturalistic Strategies
Naturalistic concepts are based on
models of natural systems and
their limits in supporting human
economic activities. Industrial
ecology, for instance, has strong
roots in the ecology of natural sys-
tems. Basic ideas include closing
material loops through recycling
and reuse, avoidance of destructive
activities that upset natural me-
tabolism, and thermodynamically
efficient use of energy.

The Natural Step, a program
that began in Sweden in 1989 and
has since spread to industrial na-
tions around the world, offers a
framework to help businesses and
governments become more sustain-
able, based on principles that sus-
tain the natural world. One of its
design rules, for instance, is based
on the belief that the accumula-
tion of synthetic materials in the
biosphere has been pathologically
perturbing to evolutionary pro-
cesses. (See “Walk This Way” in
this issue of FORUM.)

The Factor Four concept—
which states that we could achieve
a four-fold increase in energy effi-
ciency by doubling wealth and
halving energy use with existing
technology—popularized by Ernst
von Weizsäcker and Amory and
Hunter Lovins—suggests that re-
ductions in consumptive practices
are needed to relieve environmen-
tal stresses.9 American architect
Bil l  McDonough and German
chemist Michael Braungart have
also developed a set of naturalistic
design rules with similar roots in
nature.10 Their first principle,

“waste equals food,” builds on the
closed-loop structure of ecosys-
tems.

Humanistic Strategies
The humanistic category empha-
sizes the flourishing aspect of
sustainability. The Earth Summit,
for instance, embraced the notions
of fairness, justice, and equity in
sharing the Earth’s resources. In
the United States, environmental
justice is slowly becoming codified
through regulations designed to
assure that poor and minority com-
munities do not get more than a
fair share of environmental risk
from industrial activities located in
and near their neighborhoods.

Meanwhile, large transnational
firms are adopting uniform envi-
ronmental and health standards
worldwide. Companies might even
begin to think of changing the
shape of compensation profiles if
they want to transform, rather
than nudge, change towards
sustainability. For instance, they
might raise the compensation of
workers and others relative to se-
nior executives, sending a signal
that success depends on the con-
tributions of everyone. This would
have immediate positive impacts
on income distribution.

Given the inherently political
character of these social targets,
policies to move toward them have
been slow to develop. The world’s
institutional framework and un-
derlying policy rationality are both
obstacles and opportunities for
progress. So far, it would seem that
more obstacles than possibilities
have been found. Government is
seen as the primary actor in pro-
ducing progress in this dimension
of sustainability, but businesses
can also act on their own.

Another element, perhaps the
most intriguing and also the most

problematic, in the humanistic
category is the search for authen-
tic satisfaction—that is, recovering
our beingness, in the sense used
by Fromm and others. The idea of
converting products to services, as
Interface has done, begins to rec-
ognize that humans do not seek
material goods as their primary
goal. Rather they seek satisfaction
of some unfulfilled need or want.
And while providing services, in
an economic sense, is a mere step
towards producing authentic sat-
isfaction in responding to the hu-
man existential search for being,
it is a step nonetheless.

To go further, one must begin
to delve into philosophy as well as
economics. Critics of modern life
often claim that the pervading
presence of technology has hidden
ourselves from ourselves and from
the world. Indeed, everything out
there—including other crea-
tures—has come to be seen as a
potential tool for something. The
essence of worldly objects and our
relations to them is lost in the day-
to-day experience of modern liv-
ing. And that loss is in part a fac-
tor in the existential concerns that
raise consciousness of unsustain-
ability in the first place.

The Hunt for Hope
Given the tacit assumptions of the
current underlying social para-
digm—which maintains that tech-
nology will solve the problems of,
at least, the naturalistic axis of
sustainability—we are faced with
quite a dilemma. Critics claim that
modern life has not only caused
the unintended consequences of
ecological damage, it  has also
eroded the very sense of our hu-
man beingness. What can possi-
bly be done?

These same critics of modern life
tend to be quite pessimistic, yet
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they hold out hope that human-
kind awareness can be awakened
through the creation of experiences
that reveal, rather than conceal,
the world. Such revelations tradi-
tionally have been the province of
aesthetics, through art and crafts-
manship. The very notion of tech-
nology springs from the Greek
techne, which originally referred to
a process of creation in which the
object and the artisan or the user
were intimately linked beyond
mere instrumentality.

This kind of creativity can still
be found in the commodified
world today, albeit only rarely. In
the United States, museums, not
malls, are the primary repository
of those technological artifacts
that have power to evoke some-
thing beyond a sense of utility. In
Europe, industrial design engi-
neering programs are common in
the universities, and beautifully
designed products can be found in
the shops and even the built envi-
ronment. New notions for design
coming from nature are also
emerging today.

In her book Biomimicry, Janine
Benyus shows us how to put na-
ture back into technological struc-
tures.11 For example, she points to
research that shows that natural
processes can produce materials
with wondrous properties by us-
ing chemicals found in nature,
without recourse to high pressures
and temperatures.  The closest
material humans have yet invented
to match the properties of spider
silk is Kevlar, used in bulletproof
vests. But Kevlar comes from pe-
troleum derivatives, subjected to
high temperatures in a bath of
concentrated sulfuric acid, pro-
ducing hazardous by-products.
Spiders, however, can convert flies
and crickets to a high-tech mate-
rial, using a low-tech process, and

the by-products are all benign.
This aesthetic aspect of

sustainability is by far the most
difficult to attain because it re-
quires skills that, if humans ever
did possess them on a broad scale,
have largely withered away. But
that is no excuse for omitting this
experiential dimension from the
design of sustainable strategies by
firms, public bodies, and even in-
dividual actors.

Eco-efficiency or any of the ra-
tionalistic frameworks, by them-
selves,  lack transformational
power. It will take a combination
of strategies drawn from the natu-
ralistic and humanistic categories
to create a new paradigm of
sustainability. The naturalistic
components are needed to bring
economic activities back into syn-
chrony with natural processes. And
it will take the humanistic ele-
ments to design the functions of
the industrial system that will pro-
duce the flourishing needed be-
yond the mere satisfaction of eco-
nomic measures of well-being.

Industry, as the most powerful
institution in today’s world, can
do much by itself by adopting
strategies based on combinations
of these frameworks. Companies,
acting the same way they do in
making any strategic choice,
should select only those strategies
that work for them. And, of course,
they should act rationally in de-
signing their individual strategies.
Appealing to moral imperatives in
calling on businesses to lead the
change toward sustainability, is
important. But for the time be-
ing, business will—and should—
continue to obey the rules that
have become sedimented in the
cultural structures of modern in-
dustrial societies. To do otherwise
is to flirt with disaster.

 Rationality is only a reflection

of the underlying beliefs and val-
ues of an institution. If the hu-
manistic and naturalistic ideas be-
come central to thinking and act-
ing, a new sustainable rationality
will slowly emerge. If and when
this happens, sustainability might
come to possess the fullness of
meaning and importance to pro-
duce the transformation that is
absent from the concept today.■

John R. Ehrenfeld is a visiting
professor in the Faculty of Design,
Production and Construction at
Delft University of Technology, the
Hague, the Netherlands.

1. L. White Jr., “The Historical Roots of
Our Ecological Crisis,” Science 155 (1967),
pp. 1203-1207.

2. A.R. Damasio, Descartes’ Error: Emo-
tion, Reason, and the Human Brain (New York,
NY: Avon, 1995).

3. World Commission on Environment and
Development, Our Common Future (Oxford,
UK: Oxford University Press, 1987).

4. E. Fromm, To Have or To Be? (New York,
NY: Harper & Row, 1976), p. 176.

5. Ibid. p. 16.
6. M. Heidegger, The Question Concerning

Technology and Other Essays (New York, NY:
Harper & Row, 1977).

7. A.H. Maslow, Motivation and Personal-
ity (New York, NY: Longman, 1954).

8. M.C. Nussbaum and A. Sen, eds., The
Quality of Life (Oxford, UK: Oxford University
Press, 1993).

9. E. von Weizsäcker, A. Lovins, and H.
Lovins, Factor Four: Doubling Wealth, Halving
Resource Use (London, UK: Earthscan, 1997).

10. W. McDonough and M. Braungart, “The
Next Industrial Revolution,” Atlantic Monthly
284(4) (1998).

11. J.M. Benyus, Biomimicry: Innovation
Inspired by Nature (New York, NY: William
Morrow & Co., 1997).

NOTES



40 ■  FORUM for Applied Research and Public Policy

Days of Old

The New
Century’s
Great Challenge
By Peter G. Peterson ................................................... 42
Population in Need ............................................. 49
By Richard C. Ladd

The Graying of Rural America .......................... 52
By Carolyn C. Rogers

The Retirement Rush ......................................... 56
By William H. Haas III and William J. Serow

The End Game .................................................... 60
By John R. Hardwig



  Winter 2000  ■  41

Aging Gracefully?

The presidential race
of 2000 taught us
many things: sub-
liminal advertising

works best when it is in fact sub-
liminal, our politicians’ grasp of
mathematics is a bit fuzzy, and
the elderly vote counts—again
and again and again in parts of
Florida. Indeed, issues related to
aging and the aged—Social Se-
curity, Medicare, the cost of pre-
scription drugs—are high on
everyone’s list of concerns. Why?
The country and the world are
graying, with great consequence
for all.

With aging come many facts
and even more questions—both
on a global and individual level.
At the global end of the scale,
Peter Peterson, author of Gray
Dawn: How the Coming Age Wave
Will Transform America…and the
World, likens the situation to a
demographic iceberg looming
ahead. “What’s visible above the
waterline is the unprecedented
growth in the ratio of elderly to
working-age people,” Peterson
says. “What lurks beneath the
surface are the wrenching fiscal
and economic costs that threaten
to bankrupt even the greatest of
powers.” The bulk of the iceberg,
according to Peterson, is the un-
funded pension and health-care
liabilities, which are two to five
times larger than the collective
GDP of the developed countries.

Steering clear of the iceberg—
something policymakers here and
abroad have as yet been unwill-

ing to do—will require a new para-
digm. Peterson suggests a combina-
tion of six strategies: postponing re-
tirement, increasing the size of
today’s economy, increasing the size
of tomorrow’s workforce, stressing
filial obligation, basing benefits on
need, and requiring people to pro-
vide for their own future needs.

Health and social services con-
sultant Richard Ladd narrows the
focus a bit by looking at the options
for getting long-term care and pay-
ing for it. What he finds is that the
lion’s share of public long-term-care
dollars—78 percent or $30.2 bil-
lion—goes to nursing homes. The
question that finding raises is
whether some of those dollars might
be better spent on alternatives—that
is, “whether nursing homes are car-
ing for people who do not require
that level of service and could be ad-
equately, if not better, cared for in a
community setting.” According to
Ladd, the answer varies, but in some
cases is definitely yes.

Using alternatives, of course, pre-
supposes the availability of alterna-
tives. Unfortunately, such is not al-
ways true in rural areas. Indeed,
Carolyn Rogers, a demographer at
the U.S. Department of Agriculture,
points out that “rural areas have
fewer health resources and services
and a lower ratio of doctors, nurses,
pharmacists, and other health care
personnel to elderly residents than
do urban areas.” Rural elders also
tend to be poorer than their urban
counterparts, further reducing their
options and decreasing the likeli-
hood of good health. Just as rural

areas vary from urban, however,
so too do rural areas vary among
themselves. While some rural ar-
eas have been aging through the
loss of young adults, others have
been aging because they attract
retirees. In fact, so-called rural re-
tirement counties have grown
much more rapidly than other
rural counties—21 percent from
1990 to 1998—and accounted
for a quarter of all rural popula-
tion growth during that time.

Not surprisingly then, many
rural areas have come to consider
attracting retirees as an economic
development strategy. Build a
golf course, and they will come.
Professors William Haas and Wil-
liam Serow, however, say “not so
fast.” They cite two reasons. First,
the peak of the baby boomers will
not reach retirement for another
decade; second, only about 5 per-
cent of retirees are likely to move
upon retirement.

Finally, at the individual end
of the scale, philosophy professor
John Hardwig examines the pro-
found, and profoundly difficult,
responsibilities that come with
aging. For as he says, “To be old
is to face the end of life.” Relat-
ing experiences of those close to
him, as well as insights gained
from conversations with seniors,
Hardwig asks a question—which
some might consider taboo—that
is the opposite of Francis
Schaeffer’s famous book: “How
should we then die?”

The Editors
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 The New Century’s
Great Challenge

Can the world’s great powers respond to a silent
and slow-motion crisis? Global aging will be a test.

BY PETER G. PETERSONBY PETER G. PETERSONBY PETER G. PETERSONBY PETER G. PETERSONBY PETER G. PETERSON

Americans have a right to be pleased with the federal
government’s improving fiscal condition. Mired in
large and growing deficits when the 1990s began,
the country, for the first time in a generation, now
enjoys a budget surplus. That’s the good news. The
bad news is  that America’s  leaders,  using to-
day’s prosperity as an excuse, are backing away from

the longer-term deficit challenge that still looms—a cumulative short-
fall of $34 trillion in today’s dollars over the next 75 years for Social
Security and Medicare alone. This challenge, posed by the coming age
wave, requires fundamental reform of pension and health-care entitle-
ments to make them sustainable in a much older society.

Unfortunately, the politics of
senior benefits makes it hard to
propose any reform that doesn’t
sweeten the deal. In harsh eco-
nomic times, a common argument
in favor of spending more on the
elderly is that they are vulnerable
and dependent. Today, when the
economy is booming, another ar-
gument has come to the fore. Since
the prospects for young people

look so good, why not share the
wealth with old folks, too?

To be sure, during the presiden-
tial campaign, both candidates
spoke openly about the need to fix
these old-age programs for future
generations.  But beneath the
rhetoric of reform lies an ongoing
tendency to play politics by add-
ing to, rather than subtracting
from, the sum total of unfunded

retirement promises. Over the past
two years—as the surplus projec-
tions have grown—the nation’s
leaders have agreed to repeal the
Military Retirement Reform Act
of 1986, reinstate the Medicare
benefits trimmed by the 1997
budget deal, offer a new long-term
care benefit to all federal retirees,
and eliminate the Social Security
earnings test. They have also seri-
ously debated major senior ben-
efit expansions, including a roll-
back of Social Security benefit
taxation and a prescription drug
benefit for Medicare.

Political Paralysis

One might suppose that
all this fiscal largesse is
made possible by aus-
terity elsewhere in the

overall federal budget. To the con-
trary, leaders have agreed in prin-
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ciple to major tax cuts while ramp-
ing up spending in a variety of
nonentitlement areas, from educa-
tion to national defense.

Or else, one might think this gen-
erosity is made possible by some
grand change in America’s long-term
fiscal outlook. But that’s not the case
either. In fact, since the mid-1990s,
the officially projected cost of Social
Security as a share of taxable payroll
beyond the year 2030 has actually
increased. Nor has the recent prosper-
ity altered the fundamental demo-
graphic, social, and technological
forces driving up the future cost
of health care. In November 1999,
a Social Security Advisory Board
appointed by President Clinton
and Congress warned that current
projections may greatly underes-
timate future longevity and, hence,
future entitlement costs.

So there hasn’t been any im-
provement in the long-term out-
look. Instead, what’s happening in
America is that, without a near-
term problem to force legislative
action, leaders are either unable or
unwilling to make the necessary
longer-term choices.

America is not the only coun-
try facing rapid growth in the pub-
lic cost of supporting the elderly.
Nor is it the only country whose
political system seems unable to
confront this fiscal challenge. The
same urgent need for action and
the same paralysis are evident
throughout the developed world.
Indeed, such nations as Japan,
France, Germany, and Italy face
aging burdens that are larger—and
will arrive sooner—than what the
United States faces, and they are
not experiencing the same degree
of near-term economic prosperity
and fiscal plenty. In many of these
countries,  this is  leading to a
heated public debate over the fu-

ture of welfare states in general and
of old-age entitlements in particu-
lar. This debate is often more ran-
corous than in the United States,
though not necessarily more pro-
ductive of reform.

In Japan, the 2000 debut of a
large new government program of-
fering long-term care assistance to
the elderly—the so-called “Gold
Plan”—has touched off emotional

discussion about the reciprocal ob-
ligations of younger and older gen-
erations. The young welcome some
relief from Japan’s tradition of un-
questioned filial piety. But they
wonder about its future cost in a no-
growth economy that no longer gen-
erates any fiscal dividend—and in a
demographically shrinking society
that has one of the highest life ex-
pectancies and one of the lowest
birthrates in the world.

The French Prime Minister
Lionel Jospin, having brought his
socialist coalition to power by op-
posing the previous government’s
draconian and “Anglo-Saxon” pen-
sion reforms, now in turn finds
himself compelled to confront the
growing public cost of retirement.
But he has few options. Having
told French workers they can cut
their hours to 35 per week, the
government can’t easily come back
and tell them they have to retire
later. President Jacques Chirac,
meanwhile, is suggesting that the
opposition parties advocate a
funded pension system that helps

workers buy shares in French com-
panies—a stand with some appeal
in a society where few households
own stock and many complain
about the growing influence of for-
eign stockholders.

Germany, declared European
Central Bank chief economist
Otmar Issing in 1999, is in dan-
ger of becoming “the sick man of
Europe” unless it reforms its old-

age benefits. This warning was soon
echoed in a report by Germany’s
Economics Minister Werner
Mueller that declared, “The pre-
sent economy is moving slowly
but steadily ever more at the ex-
pense of future generations.” Af-
ter provoking a firestorm of con-
troversy,  the report ended up
narrowing the range of discussible
options. Even the modest reforms
proposed by Chancellor Gerard
Schroeder—such as temporarily
indexing pensions to prices rather
than wages—are eliciting plenty of
criticism, not just from union
leaders still bent on lowering the
retirement age, but even from a
conservative opposition that had
previously recommended many of
the same reforms. One former con-
servative minister, Nobert Blüm,
went so far as to call Schroeder’s
proposals “pension politics a la
Honecker,” a reference to the
former dictator of East Germany.

Then there’s Italy, Europe’s pen-
sion basket case. Early in 2000,
Prime Minister Massimo D’Alema

The present economy is moving slowly but

steadily ever more at the expense of future

generations.
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scrambled to muster political sup-
port for a cost-cutting pension-
reform act, which, had it passed,
would have been the fourth pen-
sion reform to be enacted in Italy
since 1990. To show their opposi-
tion to the reform, Italy’s trade
unions—dominated by retirees—
threatened a general strike. Trea-
sury Minister Giuliano Amato,
who has since become prime min-

ister, responded by using pensions
as a generational wedge issue to
woo younger voters,  many of
whom are unemployed, live with
their parents, and feel that govern-
ment no longer cares about their
future. “Young Italians believe the
unions only represent their fa-
thers” and would be happy to abol-
ish them, he declared while pro-
posing to divert some of the
planned pension savings to a more
broadly based social security sys-
tem “that benefits sons as well.”

The growing fiscal cost of old-
age benefits is no longer an issue
of interest only to budget and pen-
sion experts. It is gradually becom-
ing the focal point of societywide
interest and concern. Yet most
leaders have barely begun to edu-
cate voters about the full magni-
tude of what is at stake.

Global Aging

A demographic iceberg
looms in the future of
the largest and most
affluent economies of

the world: the challenge of global
aging. What’s visible above the

waterline is the unprecedented
growth in the ratio of elderly to
working-age people. What lurks
beneath the surface are the
wrenching fiscal and economic
costs that threaten to bankrupt
even the greatest of powers. To
date, the developed countries have
accumulated unfunded liabilities
for pension and health-care ben-
efits that are roughly three times

larger than their collective gross do-
mestic product (GDP). This hidden
and unsustainable lien on the future
dwarfs the level of official public
debt attained by most countries
even in times of war.

The central policy issue is not
whether the developed countries
will change course, but how and
when. Will they do so sooner,
when they still have time to con-
trol their destiny? Or later, in the
midst of economic crisis and po-
litical upheaval?

Timely reform won’t be easy.
Indeed, it will not happen at all
without just the right combina-
tion of legislation, leadership, and
public consensus building. Voters
have become habituated to pay-as-
you-go systems that bank every
generation’s future retirement on
the next generation’s resources,
rather like a giant Ponzi scheme.
The most direct reform approach—
simply cutting public retirement
benefits—would impose wide-
spread hardship on working-class
households that have few alterna-
tive means of support. Any reform
approach, moreover, must over-

come widespread public denial.
People find it hard to believe that
a system that worked wonderfully
for their parents—who signed up
early—won’t do nearly as well for
their kids, who are signing up late.
In Europe, where the welfare state
is more expansive, the public re-
gards generous unfunded pensions
as the very cornerstone of social
democracy. In the United States,
the problem is not so much a habit
of welfare-state dependence as it
is the peculiar American notion
that every citizen has personally
earned and therefore is entitled to
whatever benefits government hap-
pens to have promised.

A successful reform approach
must therefore go beyond mere fis-
cal sacrifice and offer a positive vi-
sion of a society that cares for its
future. It must prepare society to
meet the needs of a burgeoning
number of elders without overbur-
dening the economy or overtaxing
the young. While restraining pay-
as-you-go promises, it must en-
courage—even require—people to
prepare alternative means of sup-
port. We must, in other words,
adopt an entirely new paradigm of
aging that is affordable and sus-
tainable in a rapidly graying world.

Collapsed Assumption

During the early post-
World War II decades,
the developed world
greatly expanded pub-

lic pension and health-care ben-
efits for retirees. At the time, this
expansion seemed affordable. The
number of retirees was relatively
small, the cost of health care was
modest, and rapid growth in the
workforce, economy, and tax base
was expected to continue indefi-
nitely. Since the mid-1970s, how-
ever, all of these conditions and as-
sumptions have collapsed.

We must adopt an entirely new paradigm of aging

that is affordable and sustainable in a rapidly

graying world.
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Consider longevity. When So-
cial Security was founded in 1935,
the typical U.S. worker at age 65
could expect to live another 11.9
years.  By the year 2040, that
worker is projected to live another
19.6 years. If the normal retire-
ment age had been indexed to lon-
gevity since 1935, he or she would
today have to wait until age 73 to
receive full benefits—tomorrow,
even longer. In reality, workers
throughout the developed world
have been retiring earlier, not later,
further expanding the number of
retired beneficiaries while deplet-
ing the number of working taxpay-
ers.  In Western Europe, most
workers are eligible for full public
retirement benefits at age 60. Over
the past 25 years, the employed
share of men aged 60 to 64 has
dropped from 70 to 32 percent in
Germany and from 67 to 22 per-
cent in France.

Meanwhile, the fertility rate—
the number of lifetime births per
woman—of the developed world
has entered an unprecedented de-
cline. In the early 1960s, that fer-
tility rate was 2.7. Today, it has
fallen to 1.6, far beneath the 2.1
replacement rate needed merely to
maintain a fixed population from
one generation to the next. So
steep is the fertility decline that
continental Europe and Japan are
on track to lose two-thirds of their
current population size before the
end of the 21st century. In nearly
every developed country, with the
possible exception of the United
States, the working-age popula-
tion—aged 15 to 64—will start
shrinking no later than the 2020s.
Combined with rates of produc-
tivity growth that have fallen since
the 1950s and 1960s in most
countries, this expected workforce
shrinkage has radically reduced
official projections of real growth

in future worker payroll, which
normally constitutes the tax base
supporting today’s pay-as-you-go
retirement systems.

Florida is well known for its vast
number of elderly people, aged 65
and over, who make up nearly 19
percent of the population. What
is less well known is that today’s
Florida is a demographic bench-
mark that every developed nation

will soon pass. Italy will pass it as
early as 2003, followed by Japan
in 2005 and Germany in 2006.
France and Britain wil l  pass
present-day Florida a decade later,
around 2016. The United States
and Canada will pass it in 2021
and 2023. The delay is largely due
to large postwar baby booms,
which are now slowing—but will
later accelerate—the aging of their
populations.

A standard indicator of the so-
cial cost of aging is the ratio of
working-age people to elderly
people. As recently as 1960, this
ratio was 6.8 to one in the devel-
oped world. Today, it has fallen to
4.5 to one. By the year 2030, the
Organization for Economic Co-op-
eration and Development (OECD)
projects it will fall to 2.5 to one.
This figure, stunning as it is, may
be optimistic, since it assumes fer-
ti l i ty rates wil l  rebound from
today’s low levels and longevity
will grow more slowly in the fu-
ture than it has in the past. In any
case, it understates the seriousness
of the challenge because it doesn’t

reflect the trend toward earlier re-
tirement. The actual ratio of con-
tributing workers to retired pension-
ers is much lower and has been
dropping much faster. It has already
dropped to 3.0 in the developed
world, and the International Mon-
etary Fund projects it will drop to
1.5 by 2030. In some European
countries, it is projected to drop
beneath 1.0.

Unsustainable Projections

Graying means paying.
Between 1995 and
2030, according to the
OECD, the average bill

for public pensions in the devel-
oped world will grow by over 4
percent of GDP. In nations that
have the most generous pension
systems or are aging the most rap-
idly—for example, Japan and the
countries of continental Europe—
the extra cost will amount to over
6 percent of GDP, or over 15 per-
cent of worker payroll. In the
United States, the extra cost will
be less, about 2.5 percent of GDP.

Thanks largely to far-reaching
reforms that were enacted during
the 1980s by British Prime Min-
ister Margaret Thatcher and Aus-
tral ian Prime Minister Bob
Hawke, Britain and Australia face
no significant cost growth. Both
reforms allow pay-as-you-go ben-
efits to shrink gradually as a share
of average wages and, for most
workers, replace them with person-
ally owned savings accounts.

Yet pensions aren’t the only

Continental Europe and Japan are on track to lose

two-thirds of their current population size before the

end of the 21st century.
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public costs that rise as popula-
tions age. Public health benefits
could turn out to be an even big-
ger burden. Not only are health
costs rising faster than GDP for
everyone, but the elderly consume
three to five times more health-care
services per capita than younger
people. Moreover, the more elders
age, the more they consume, es-

pecially long-term care. And it is
precisely the population of the old-
est old that will be growing the
fastest—a phenomenon demogra-
phers call the “aging of the aged.”

Stir these factors together, and
the likely cost trend is explosive.
If health-care spending per capita
grows just 1 percent faster per year
than the average wage, public
health benefits would rise by 6
percent of the typical developed
country’s GDP between 1995 and
2030. And this is a conservative
assumption. In the United States,
where percapita Medicare outlays
have historically risen 4 percent
faster per year than the average
wage, the growth will probably be
much greater. America’s insatiable
appetite for high-tech medicine is
thus likely to overwhelm any ad-
vantage it derives from the rela-
tively modest cost of its public
pensions. None of these calcula-
tions, moreover, includes govern-
ment initiatives—already under
consideration in several coun-
tries—to cover rising out-of-pocket
spending on long-term care for
elders.

All told, the cost of public re-
tirement benefits—pensions and
health care—is on track to rise by
between 9 and 16 percent of GDP
in most of the developed coun-
tries. This vast increase is three to
five times what the United States
currently spends on national de-
fense. It also represents an extra 25
to 40 percent taken out of every

worker’s taxable wages—in coun-
tries where total payroll tax rates
often exceed 40 percent already.

The massive fiscal challenge of
global aging leaves the developed
world no easy options. Deficit fi-
nancing won’t work. Government
borrowing to pay for projected
pension deficits alone would, by
the 2030s, consume all the savings
of the developed world. Cutting
other public spending won’t work.
So great is the projected growth
in retirement benefits that many
governments could eliminate all
nonbenefit spending—from de-
fense and infrastructure to police
and schools—and still run deficits
by the 2020s. Raising taxes won’t
work. Most developed countries
are now at or beyond their thresh-
old of efficient taxation—the point
at which receipts are maximized in
the long term—and many Euro-
pean leaders warn that higher tax
rates will slow the economy more
than raise new revenue. This is par-
ticularly true for payroll taxes in
economies where high structural
unemployment can be attributed
in part to the high cost of labor.

A New Paradigm

D eveloped countries
need to move toward
a new paradigm of ag-
ing, one that is every

bit as revolutionary as the demo-
graphic transformation they are
entering. The objective of this new
paradigm is to make aging both
more secure for older generations
and less burdensome for younger
generations.  It  can be imple-
mented through policy reforms
that can be grouped into six basic
strategies, each promising huge
fiscal and economic payoffs.

First, reduce elder dependency
by encouraging later retirement,
longer work lives, and lower bar-
riers to elder employment. Gov-
ernments everywhere, especially in
continental Europe, could gener-
ate enormous savings without low-
ering elder living standards by rais-
ing the eligibility age for public
pensions.

Second, increase the size of
today’s economy and tax base by
encouraging more work from the
nonelderly—either by getting work-
ing-age citizens to work more or by
increasing the inflow of working-age
immigrants. Nations with high la-
bor costs and high unemployment,
such as Germany, or with low rates
of immigration, such as Japan,
would be well advised to consider
this American strategy.

Third, increase the size of
tomorrow’s economy and tax base
by raising more-numerous and
productive children, so that the
cost burden is spread over a larger,
more-affluent rising generation.
The Scandinavian and French tra-
dition of generous public funding
for pro-natal incentives and invest-
ment in children is likely to spread
to other countries—in part, in
response to worries about popula-
tion decline.

Government borrowing to pay for projected pension

deficits alone would, by the 2030s, consume all the

savings of the developed world.
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Fourth, reduce the fiscal cost of
elder dependency by stressing fil-
ial obligation—that is, by increas-
ing the willingness of tomorrow’s
grown children, however numer-
ous or productive they are, to sup-
port their own elder parents
through informal and familial
channels. Societies in which the
extended family is weakest, elder
poverty is highest, and long-term
care costs are rising the fastest—
for example, the United States—
have much to learn from Confu-
cian societies such as Japan, where
most elders still live with their
adult children.

Fifth, reduce the fiscal cost of
elder dependency by targeting
benefits on the basis of financial
need. Though Australia is now the
only developed country where all
public pension benefits are means
tested, many other countries may
eventually turn to this floor-of-
protection strategy.

Sixth, reduce the fiscal and eco-
nomic cost of elder dependency by
requiring people to provide in ad-
vance for their own old-age depen-
dency—by saving and investing
more of their income during their
work l ives.  Britain, Austral ia,
Chile, and Singapore are showing
the developed world that there are
many different ways to move to-
ward “funded” retirement sav-
ings—that is, savings that repre-
sent the accumulation of real
economic assets.

All of these strategies will stir
up controversy, and no one yet
knows which will be widely imple-
mented—or where. Some, like
pro-natal policies and stepped-up
immigration, will trigger cultural
and social controversy—for ex-
ample,  over their impact on
women’s rights and workers’
wages. Others, like investing more

in children, may require more pa-
tience and wisdom than most gov-
ernments now possess.

Obviously, some reforms are
better suited to some countries
than to others. In continental Eu-
rope, reform will need to pay spe-
cial attention to income equity
and class solidarity. In the English-
speaking countries, on the other
hand, personal autonomy, asset

ownership, and high-octane re-
turns wil l  have more appeal.
French voters will never split up
their state pension system into 30
mill ion 401(k) plans, while
Americans will never switch to a
universal flat pension—or consent
to having a health minister tell
them when they can see a doctor.

Or consider differences in atti-
tudes toward family. Scandinavian
elders have a long tradition of liv-
ing apart from their families—a
tradition that remains strong even
in Minnesota, which has the most
nursing-home residents per capita
of any state in the union. They
will never be as amenable to liv-
ing with their grown children as
are Japanese elders—or even Ital-
ian elders. On the other hand,
crowded Japan will never push pro-
natal  policies to the extent
Scandinavia already has.

For the United States, I have
long advocated gradually raising
the Social Security retirement age
to 70, indexing it to longevity
thereafter, and subjecting all fed-

eral benefits to an affluence test for
households above the median in-
come.

I am also attracted to reforms
that require individuals to provide
for their own retirement through
some form of mandatory and self-
funded savings program. This
strategy does most to overcome one
of the biggest economic challenges
of an aging society, which is how

to sustain adequate rates of na-
tional savings and investment. It
offers individuals the most retire-
ment and income flexibility in a
future in which, quite frankly, no
one knows how long people may
live or how high health expenses
may rise. It guarantees the most
security and the highest return to
contributing workers, while free-
ing up government resources for a
more generous floor of protection.
Above all, it is the only strategy
that does not impose direct (tax)
or indirect (economic and famil-
ial) burdens on future generations.

Rising above Ideology

I believe global aging will be-
come the transcendent politi-
cal and economic issue of the
21st century. By 2030, some

developed countries may exceed a
median age of 55, which is 20
years older than the oldest median
age of any country on Earth as re-
cently as 1970. Nearly half of the
adult population of today’s devel-
oped countries and perhaps two-

Britain, Australia, Chile, and Singapore are showing

the developed world that there are many different

ways to move toward funded retirement savings.
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thirds of the voters will be at or
beyond today’s eligibility age for
publicly financed retirement.

So we have to ask, when that
time comes, who will be doing the
work, paying the taxes, saving for
the future, and raising the next
generation?

Indeed, the coming demo-
graphic transformation raises fun-
damental questions about the fu-
ture of the developed world. How
will this transformation restruc-
ture the economy as many nations
with shrinking workforces experi-
ence a long-term stagnation, or
even decline, in their real GDP?
How will it affect global financial
markets and regional economic
unions like Europe’s Economic
and Monetary Union as different
nations respond to the aging chal-
lenge with widely diverging ben-
efit reforms and fiscal policies?
How will it reshuffle the ethics of
life and death as medical progress
acknowledges limited resources?
How will it transform attitudes
toward progress and posterity as
youth becomes less influential?
How will it affect the geopolitics
of the next century, and particu-
larly the capacity of the great pow-
ers to maintain their security com-

mitments as today’s global divide
between rich and poor nations is
redefined as a divide between old
and young nations?

At issue is whether the world’s
great powers can respond to a si-
lent and slow-motion crisis. Glo-
bal aging will be a test. Some say
that democracies can focus only on
this year’s emergency—a problem
known in American circles as the
Pearl Harbor syndrome. Others
say that political gridlock on glo-
bal aging is due to declining con-
fidence in government. Voters
know something has to be done
but don’t trust politicians to act
in the voters’ long-term interests
or to distribute the short-term sac-
rifices fairly. Without that trust,
voters cling to the retirement sta-
tus quo, however unsustainable.

One thing is certain: before tak-
ing effective action, leaders must
rise above ideology and engage the
practical realities. The left will
have to stop defending the expan-
sion of retirement benefits as the
cornerstone of progressive govern-
ment, and realize that they are fast
pushing all future-oriented spend-
ing—from education to research
and development—out of public
budgets. The right will have to
move beyond a program of mere

fiscal restraint, and offer a coher-
ent blueprint for how society in-
tends to care for tomorrow’s vast
number of elder dependents. Both
sides will have to resist the power
of the organized elderly, who fa-
vor the status quo over what most
elders personally care about—
their grandchildren’s futures. Oth-
erwise, the developed world may
eventually witness a socially de-
structive war between the genera-
tions over the use of public re-
sources.

Amid the partisan crossfire, citi-
zens can easily forget that they
share a common destiny. To make
timely reform possible, every spe-
cial interest must join a new coa-
lition on behalf of our common
destiny. Unless we embrace a new
paradigm of aging, many of our
highest hopes for the future will
be sacrificed.■

Peter G. Peterson is chairman of
the Blackstone Group, New York,
New York. He is also chairman of
the Institute for International Eco-
nomics, chairman of the Federal Re-
serve Bank of New York, cofounder
and president of the Concord Coali-
tion, and chairman of the Council
on Foreign Relations.
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Population
in Need

Nursing homes get the lion’s share of public long-term care funds,
but those monies might be better invested elsewhere.

BY RICHARD C. LADD

W hi le  the  need
for long-term
health care can
occur at any
age, the elderly,

especially those over 85, are the
predominate users. In fact, nearly
one in five persons between ages
75 and 79, and nearly half of those
over 85, will need long-term care.

Unfor tunately, the need for
long-term care comes to everyone
who lives long enough to suffer
limitations in his or her ability to
perform, without help, the daily
activities of living.

Most people who reach that
stage will have family or friends to
assist them. Some will be able to
afford to pay for long-term care by
themselves or with the help of
insurance. Still others, however,
wil l  need public assistance to
receive the physical and medical
help they need.

Increasing Numbers
In the United States today, an es-
timated 35.3 million Americans
are above 65 years of age, and 4.3
million Americans are above 85. In
1900, 3 million were age 65 and
over, and only 122,000 were over
the age of 85. By 2050, projections
show that more than 80 million
people over the age of 65 will be
living in the United States, and
almost 19 million will be age 85
and over. Why? Americans are liv-
ing longer and enjoying better
health today than ever before. In
1900, only 80 percent of children
survived to age 10, while today
nearly 99 percent do. This survival
rate is compounded by the percent
of the population living to age 65
and age 85, mostly as a result of
advances in medicine and better
health care.

In the early years of the 20th
century, long-term care was not a

major problem, primarily because
few lived long enough to need it.
For most of those who did, family
and friends provided the needed
assistance. Those without family
or friends or the income to pay for
care were housed in “old-folks’
homes” or nursing homes, paid for
with public funds or provided by
charitable organizations.

By mid-century, as life expectancy
increased and more elderly began
reaching old age, long-term care
became more of a problem for indi-
viduals and for the government. As
the number of aged individuals
increases, the problem will only
grow worse. If solutions are not
found soon, baby boomers may find
long-term care hard to obtain.

Footing the Bill
As age increases, so does need.
Unfortunately, however, income
and consequently the ability to pay
for assistance decreases. For ex-
ample, people at age 65 typically
have more income than they do at
age 75. And people at age 75 typi-
cally are more likely to need long-
term care.

Race also figures into the equa-
tion. While most elderly are
white—at age 65, 85 percent are
white, and at age 85, 88 percent
are white—blacks who reach old
age typically have more impair-
ments, and less money to pay for
long-term care. Most Hispanic
persons needing long-term care are
cared for by family—this being
much more of a cultural tradition.

As with most goods and ser-
vices, the cost of long-term care is
higher today than in the past.
Nevertheless, the percentage of
people able to pay for their own
long-term care has remained
roughly the same for the past five
years, even though the cost of
long-term care has been increas-
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ing faster than the income of the
elderly.

Examining specific income lev-
els gives an idea of who needs help
in paying for care and who does
not. While the elderly with in-
comes above $25,000 are able to
finance their own long-term care,
those with incomes between
$15,000 and $25,000 would
likely need some public assistance.
The elderly with incomes under
$15,000 would need a significant
amount of public assistance.
Whether family and friends are
available to provide care is obvi-
ously an important factor, as is the
type of care needed. Living in a
nursing home costs between
$35,000 and $55,000 a year. Liv-
ing in an assisted-living facility
costs between $20,000 and
$35,000 per year. The cost of
home care is between $5,000 and
$20,000. At these prices, less than
20 percent of the elderly are able
to pay for care outside their homes
without drawing down assets. If
they live long enough, even these
higher-income elderly may even-
tually need help in paying for care.
Insurance. Insurance, of course,
plays an important role. Yet, only
about 6 percent of the elderly have
coverage for long-term care. As
that figure shows, long-term-care
insurance isn’t for everyone. The
cost is high, since most purchas-
ers are over 65. And if persons have
high income and large assets, they
can afford to forego insurance,
buying their own long-term care
when, and if, it is needed. On the
other end of the spectrum, people
with low income and modest as-
sets may be wise to let public pro-
grams pay for their long-term care
and not spend what little income
they have on insurance.

Long-term-care insurance is
best for those people with large

assets and low income, because the
insurance protects those assets. Of
course, the insurance premium
must fit a person’s budget and
should not be purchased if  i t
means foregoing food or medica-
tion. Unfortunately, many elderly
find themselves in this category.
These people have low or moder-
ate income but own their own
homes and have money in the
bank or in stocks and bonds. For
these people, long-term-care insur-
ance may be a good buy.
Medicaid. Publicly funded long-
term-care programs are another al-
ternative. Programs funded by lo-
cal and state governments, as well
as those funded by the federal gov-
ernment, have been growing at an
increasing rate and will continue
to do so.

Medicaid is the single largest
source of government funds to nurs-
ing homes, accounting for nearly all
such funds. A joint federal-state-
funded program, Medicaid is de-
signed to assist people with low in-
comes and limited assets.

Medicaid also funds long-term-
care programs outside of nursing
homes. Eligibility requirements for
these programs are much stricter.
In most states current maximum
annual income for Medicaid eligi-
bility outside of a nursing home
is $6,144 compared with a maxi-
mum annual income of $18,432
for persons staying in a nursing
home.

The one exception is the Med-
icaid Home and Community-
Based Waiver Program, which is
used by all states and has been in
existence since 1981. At the op-
tion of the state, this program can
use the same eligibility require-
ment as those used for nursing
homes. The federal government
does not limit the type of long-
term-care service provided under

this program. Consequently, some
states have been innovative with
it. For instance, Washington, Or-
egon, Texas, New Jersey, and Ar-
kansas have financed a great deal
of their long-term-care programs
with funds from the waiver pro-
gram, including home care, adult
foster homes and assisted-living fa-
cilities, home-delivered meals,
minor home improvements for
handicap accessibility, and adult
day care. Wisconsin has a very in-
novative home-care program,
much of it funded through the
waiver program, that funds just
about anything it takes to keep
people in their own homes.

Whether a person is in a nurs-
ing home or receiving care in a
community setting, Medicaid re-
quires a copayment. The amount
of the copayment varies from state
to state, but in a nursing home it
is generally all of a person’s income
except a small amount—$75 or so
per month—needed for personal
incidentals. For married couples,
the spouse still living at home can
retain more income. The copay-
ment for those receiving care in the
community is all income above
$512 per month, which is kept for
housing and food. For people who
do not have an income of at least
$512 per month, the federal gov-
ernment will make up the differ-
ence out of the Supplemental Se-
curity Income program. Many
states will also add a supplement
to this amount.
Medicare. Medicare accounts for
a small percentage of the total and
is a purely federal program, with
states having little or no input or
management. Medicare, however,
provides assistance only after a
person has spent at least three days
in a hospital. In addition, Medi-
care pays the full cost of care in a
nursing home for only 20 days and
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requires a $97-per-day copayment
for the next 80 days.  Conse-
quently, after the 20th day it is
essentially ended in most states.
After the 100th day, Medicare as-
sistance stops altogether.
OOA/SSBG .  Two other long-
term-care programs—the Older
American Act Program and the
Social Service Block Grant Pro-
gram—are funded entirely by the
federal government. Both have
limited funding, and the funds can
be used to purchase other services
besides long-term care.

There is no required federal
means test for either of these pro-
grams, and the OAA requires only
that a person be age 60 or over.
Both programs were intended to
target those most in need, but
they often fall short. An in-kind
state match is required for the
OAA but not for the SSBG.

The Lion’s Share
By far the largest share of public
long-term-care dollars—78 per-
cent or $30.2 billion—goes to
nursing homes. The numbers vary
from state to state, with the lowest
percentage in Oregon at 54 percent
and the highest in Tennessee at 98
percent. The largest share of cases—
that is, clients served—belongs not
to nursing homes, but to commu-
nity-care services. The Health Care
Financing Administration, the fed-
eral agency charged with admin-
istering Medicaid, reports that
nursing homes accounted for 24
percent of all Medicaid spending
in 1996, but only 4 percent of all
Medicaid clients. Obviously then,
nursing homes are much more ex-
pensive than community-based
long-term-care programs.

Since nursing homes are de-
signed to care for the most im-
paired individuals—something

that they generally do well—the
expense of operating such homes
is not surprising. The question is
whether nursing homes are caring
for people who do not require that
level of service and could be ad-
equately, if not better, cared for in
a community setting. The answer
varies but in some cases is defi-
nitely yes.

A study by the University of
California at San Francisco found
that in 1995, nursing homes in
Hawaii ,  New York, Virginia,
North Carolina, and South Caro-
lina served highly impaired popu-
lations. Nursing homes in Iowa,
Nebraska, Wyoming, North Da-
kota, and Utah, however, served
populations that were not that
impaired. The causes for this in-
clude tradition and the power of
the nursing home lobby and its
success at preventing alternative
services. States having patients
with low-impairment levels in
nursing homes need to expand
their community programs and,
where appropriate, transfer resi-
dents to these programs

Redistribution Needed
If government is to help care for
the growing numbers of elderly in
this country, it  wil l  have to
achieve a better distribution of
funds between nursing homes
and community-based programs.
Nursing homes will have to be
limited to caring for the most im-
paired individuals, and commu-
nity programs will have to do a
better job of targeting services to
those most in need. This is best
achieved through a variety of com-
munity-based programs like home
care, adult foster homes, assisted-
living facilities, and other programs
such as home-delivered meals and
adult day care.

The elderly should have a choice
when selecting their long-term-
care service. Unfortunately, no state
has fully achieved this goal. The
closest to it are Oregon and Wash-
ington, with Texas, Arkansas,
California, Idaho, Kentucky, and
Illinois not far behind. In these
states, especially Oregon and Wash-
ington, private and public clients
have a real choice of long-term ser-
vices, from nursing homes to a wide
variety of community programs.

Some states, like Wisconsin and
Indiana, are implementing changes
that will result in much-better-
balanced long-term-care programs.
Wisconsin has implemented a new
program in five counties, with
plans to expand the program state-
wide in the next few years, that
allows counties to provide what-
ever services are needed, including
nursing homes, within a cap set
by the state. As a result, many
more community services are ex-
pected. Indiana is working hard on
getting legislation to allow fund-
ing for many more congregate-care
facilities and home care.

While most states are working
to expand community programs,
many are frustrated by the power-
ful nursing-home lobby. The
United States Supreme Court’s
Olmstead decision—which says
that under the Americans with
Disabilities Act, disabled persons
should be allowed services outside
an institution—may help pave the
way for a better balance and en-
able states to care for the growing
numbers of elderly who will look
to them for help.■

Richard C. Ladd is president of
Ladd & Associates, a health and so-
cial services consulting firm special-
izing in long-term care, based in
Turner, Oregon.
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The Graying
of Rural America

The aging of the population poses special,
and varied, challenges for rural areas.

BY CAROLYN C. ROGERS

I n 1998, 44.6 mill ion
Americans were elderly—
that is, aged 60 and older.
In  genera l ,  rura l  a reas
throughout the nation

have a higher proportion of the
elderly than do urban areas—the
elderly constitute 15 percent of
the rural population and 12 per-
cent of the urban. And rural popu-
lations are aging rapidly as a re-
sult of aging-in-place, out-migra-
tion of the young, and in-migra-
tion of the elderly.1

While many of the issues of ag-
ing are the same in urban and ru-
ral areas, there are important dif-
ferences. Previous research sug-
gests several key themes. First, the
rural elderly are diverse, both in
terms of socioeconomic character-
istics and geographic concentra-
tion.2 Second, the rural elderly are
more likely than their urban coun-
terparts to be poor.3 Third, rural

elders face significant disparities in
health-care services when com-
pared with urban elders—the
range of health-care services is nar-
rower, fewer alternatives are avail-
able, services are less accessible,
services cost more to deliver, and
fewer health-care providers exist in
rural areas to offer specialized ser-
vices.4

Diversity
The older population comprises a
diverse group, with wide variations
in demographic and socioeco-
nomic characteristics and resi-
dence. Significant differences are
found in marital status, health,
education, and economic standing
between the younger elderly (un-
der 85 years old) and the older eld-
erly (aged 85 and older). For in-
stance, women outnumber men at
older ages, even more so at the
most advanced ages; health de-

clines and poverty increases with
age; and older individuals are more
likely to be single.

Just as important as differences
in demographic and socioeco-
nomic characteristics of the elderly
are residential and regional differ-
ences. While the number of rural
elderly varies from region to re-
gion—reflecting in part the dis-
tributional differences in the total
population—older persons have
become increasingly concentrated
geographically. Significant num-
bers of the rural elderly now live
in the South and to a lesser extent
the Midwest.

Particularly attractive to the eld-
erly are so-called retirement areas,
including northern Michigan,
northwestern Arizona, the Ozarks
in Arkansas, central Texas, western
North Carolina, and eastern West
Virginia.5 Indeed, during the past
20 years, rural retirement coun-
ties—counties whose elderly
population grew at least 15 per-
cent during the 1980s as a result
of in-migration—have grown
much more rapidly than other ru-
ral counties. From 1990 to 1998,
the population of retirement coun-
ties increased by 20.7 percent,
predominantly as a result of in-
migration. Although retirement
counties constitute only 9 percent
of al l  rural  counties,  they ac-
counted for 25 percent of rural
population growth during 1990
to 1998.

Other rural areas have been ag-
ing through the loss of young
adults, especially regions depen-
dent on farming and mining, such
as the Corn Belt, Great Plains, and
Southern Appalachian coal fields.6

While the young have left for ur-
ban jobs, older persons have re-
mained in these areas and become
an ever-increasing proportion of
the total population.
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Not surprisingly, concentrations
of the elderly have significant im-
pacts on the communities in
which they reside—impacts that
vary widely. Rural retirement ar-
eas seem to benefit the most, as
in-migrating retirees boost the tax
base, help sustain local businesses,
and contribute to churches, chari-
ties, volunteerism, and other civic
activities.7

In rural areas that suffer from
out-migration of the young and
aging-in-place but do not experi-
ence a significant influx of retir-
ees, many communities find it dif-
ficult to meet the increased de-
mand for medical and social ser-
vices and long-term care—espe-
cially given the erosion of the tax
base. Remote and isolated areas
face additional difficulties. The
elderly in remote rural and farm-
dependent communities tend to
be older and poorer than the eld-
erly in retirement communities.
Furthermore, comprehensive,
state-of-the-art medical care and
facilities tend to be available only
in large urban centers. Traveling
long distances to these centers may
be required and is often possible
only for the younger or more af-
fluent segment of the elderly ru-
ral population. Consequently, de-
clining health, reduced income,
and widowhood at advanced ages
often lead to return migration to
urban centers where the necessary
health and social services are lo-
cated or where children of the mi-
grants live.8

Poverty
Rural elders are more likely than
urban elders to be poor. And
within rural areas, elder poverty
rates are highest in the most rural
areas. Among rural counties, the
poverty rate for older persons
ranged from 12.8 percent for coun-

ties of 20,000 population adjacent
to a metro area, to 20.6 percent
for nonadjacent, completely rural
counties.9 Unfortunately, the most
remote rural areas—with the high-
est poverty rates—also have slower
growth in population and tax bases
and consequently lack the re-
sources to provide needed services
to the elderly.

Women constitute 71 percent
of the elderly poor—older women
are more likely to be poor than are
older men, and women outnum-
ber men at older ages.10 Women
also make up most of the older eld-
erly, age 85 and older. With ad-
vancing age, economic well-being
tends to decline. Therefore, a
larger share of the older elderly are
poor or near-poor, having an in-
come less than 150 percent of the
poverty level, which was $7,818
for a single individual over 65 years
of age or $9,862 for an elderly fam-
ily of two in 1998.

In 1998, over half of the older
elderly in rural areas were poor or
near-poor, compared with only a
quarter of those 60 to 64 years old.
Because rural populations have a
higher proportion of older elderly
than do urban populations, this
issue is much more urgent in ru-
ral areas. The older elderly are the
most economically vulnerable of
the older population and also the
most in need of health, medical,
and other services in rural areas
hard-pressed to provide such ser-
vices.

Economic status in later life is
a cumulative product of a lifetime
of earnings, savings, and spending,
as well as participation in pension,
health insurance, and public as-
sistance plans. On average, rural
people are less educated than their
urban counterparts and therefore
have suffered a financial disadvan-
tage throughout their working ca-

reers, resulting in higher current
poverty rates and lower retirement
income. Rural elders also depend
somewhat more on Social Security
income than do urban elders, who
are more l ikely to have other
sources of retirement income. Un-
fortunately, monthly Social Secu-
rity benefits are less in rural areas
than in urban areas.11 Lower aver-
age wages in rural areas also mean
that working adults have less in-
come and fewer financial resources
to support older family members.

Rural-urban differences in pov-
erty rates for the elderly may also
be due in part to differences in the
composition of the elderly popu-
lation in rural and urban areas.
Older age, minority status, and
widowhood are associated with a
higher likelihood of being poor.
Hence, the older age structure
among the rural elderly would
tend to raise their poverty rates.
On the other hand, a higher pro-
portion of whites and a higher pro-
portion of married persons within
the rural population would serve
to lower poverty rates.

Finally, there is the matter of
assets—accumulated during the
working years—which supple-
ment earnings and other income
in retirement. Sixty-three percent
of the elderly receive income from
assets. While home ownership
leaves many older persons asset-
rich but income-poor, home eq-
uity is by far the single most valu-
able type of asset held by the eld-
erly. Most older persons own their
own homes. In 1998, 83 percent
of the elderly owned their homes,
as did 71 percent of the older eld-
erly. Rural elders were more likely
to own their homes (87 percent)
than were urban elders (81 per-
cent). In addition, rural elderly
homeowners tend to have small or
no mortgages and thus lower
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housing costs. Eighty-six percent
of rural elderly homeowners in
1995 owned their homes free and
clear, compared with 78 percent
of the urban elderly. However,
their homes tend to be lower in
value and in somewhat poorer
physical condition.

Health Care
Most younger elders (under 85)
assessed their health as good to
excellent in 1998, with urban el-
ders reporting somewhat better
health than rural elders across all
age groups. With advancing age,
self-assessments of health as well
as physical functioning consis-
tently decline. At age 60 to 64
years, 35 percent of rural elders
reported excellent or very good
health, but by age 85 and older,
only 20 percent did so.12

Residential  location affects
health status indirectly. Rural el-
ders are more likely to have char-
acteristics associated with poorer
health because they are more likely
to be less educated and financially
worse off than the urban elderly,
and lower socioeconomic status is
strongly associated with poor
health. Rural elders are also more
likely to have certain chronic con-
ditions—for example, arthritis and
hypertension—which have a
strong effect on health status and
the ability to perform various ac-
tivities of daily living.13 Hence, the
rural elderly may have a greater
need for health care services than
their urban counterparts.

 Older persons who move to re-
tirement areas tend to be better
educated than the average older
person, and they are more aware
of programs and services available
to them. They also tend to be in
better health and bring higher
than average income to the retire-
ment area. The retirement com-

munity benefits from an increased
population and tax base and,
hence, is in a better position to
provide needed services.

In other nonretirement rural
areas, the number and types of fa-
cilities and services available are
often inadequate.14 Rural areas
have fewer health resources and
services and a lower ratio of doc-
tors,  nurses,  pharmacists,  and
other health care personnel to eld-
erly residents than do urban ar-
eas.15 Indeed, the per capita sup-
ply of primary care physicians in
rural areas is considerably lower
than in urban areas.16 Within ru-
ral counties, physician-to-popula-
tion ratios are related to county
population size, with the smallest
rural counties having only a quar-
ter as many physicians per capita
as the largest counties. A lower
physician-to-population ratio in
rural areas suggests that rural el-
ders may visit doctors less fre-
quently because physicians are less
accessible. In addition, the re-
sources and scope of services in
small rural hospitals are often lim-
ited.17 Older persons, as well as the
nonelderly, also require emergency
medical services, such as ambu-
lances, which are not universally
available in rural areas. Rural el-
ders are more likely than urban
elders to have to travel farther and
longer to reach their usual sources
of care. As a result, rural elders may
have greater unmet health care
needs.

The Rural Difference
The aging population has major
policy and program implications.
Some, but not all, are the same in
both urban and rural areas. The
graying of rural America takes on
a different shade because of the
diversity of conditions, the dispro-
portionate share of poverty, and

the limited availability of health
care services and facilities. For ex-
ample, rural elders in general de-
pend more on Social Security,
Supplemental Security Income
(SSI), and Medicare than do ur-
ban elders. In addition, rural el-
ders receive lower payments from
Social Security and SSI than their
urban counterparts. Why? In the
case of Social Security, payments
are based on lifetime earnings,
which tend to be lower for rural
retirees. SSI payments, however,
are lower because low-income ru-
ral  elders are concentrated in
highly rural southern states, and
these states provide a lower
supplement to the federal SSI con-
tributions than other states.18

Thus, one step in the right direc-
tion for rural elders would be to
mandate uniform payment levels
for SSI.

On another front, rural health
care delivery underwent significant
changes in the 1990s—some as a
result of changes in the private sec-
tor, others at the hands of govern-
ment. Some of the most important
changes in rural health policy were
efforts to mitigate historic discrep-
ancies between rural and urban
providers, such as that found in
Medicare reimbursement sched-
ules, and improve the availability
of services in rural areas. Despite
these changes, resources for rural
health care systems remain rela-
tively insufficient. Many rural
communities continue to experi-
ence shortages of physicians, and
more rural hospitals than urban
are under financial stress. More
will need to be done. Public poli-
cies are needed that help rural pro-
viders participate in new systems
of care and maintain their liveli-
hood under new systems of fi-
nance.

The graying of America poses a
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major challenge to governmental
programs. And a great part of that
challenge will be to treat fairly all
older Americans, including those
who reside in the countryside. To
do that, policies and programs
aimed at the elderly must take into
account the rural difference.■

Carolyn Rogers is a demographer
with the Economic Research Service,
Department of Agriculture, Washing-
ton, D.C.19
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The Retirement
Rush

Communities seeking to attract migrant retirees may not reap
an economic windfall from the baby-boom generation.

BY WILLIAM H. HAAS III AND WILLIAM J. SEROWBY WILLIAM H. HAAS III AND WILLIAM J. SEROWBY WILLIAM H. HAAS III AND WILLIAM J. SEROWBY WILLIAM H. HAAS III AND WILLIAM J. SEROWBY WILLIAM H. HAAS III AND WILLIAM J. SEROW

P eople who can afford
to move upon retire-
ment, purchase a new
home, and settle into
a new community are

for the most part comparatively
aff luent. They have money to
spend taking in the local sights,
eating out, furnishing their homes,
and landscaping their yards. Yet
they typically require relatively
little in the way of local publicly
provided services such as schools.

Recognizing this potential
source of income, in recent years,
many state, county, and munici-
pal governments have been increas-
ingly interested in the role that re-
tirees can play in the economic de-
velopment of their communities.
In some instances, retirees moving
into an area can provide an infu-
sion of external funds into a
locality’s existing economic base
and stimulate growth in employ-

ment and income. It is hardly sur-
prising, then, that many localities
have embarked on attracting retir-
ees as a nonpolluting source of sus-
tained economic growth.

While much has been written on
the causes and effects of elderly mi-
gration, there has been surprisingly
little attention paid to longer-term
issues associated with the phenom-
enon. Most theoretical and em-
pirical work implicitly assumes
that communities can use this
strategy with little fear of failure;
all they need to do is have, or be
willing to provide, the amenities—
mountain, lake, or ocean views;
golf courses; yacht clubs; and cul-
tural attractions—thought to be
essential to a retirement Mecca.

Yet this strategy requires the
host locality to make a long-term
commitment to constantly rejuve-
nate the retiree population. Oth-
erwise, the young, healthy, afflu-

ent retirees of today might evolve
into older, sicker, poorer retirees
of tomorrow. To avoid aggregate
aging by the population of retir-
ees, a new stream of migrants is
needed. It would therefore be wise
to urge caution on the part of
communities blindly embarking
on a course of mining gray gold.

Post-war Surge
We initially became aware of the
changing nature of retirement des-
tinations in the early 1990s. 1

These changes occurred as aware-
ness of the business potential of
retirement migration spread. As
the World War II generation—
which was enjoying unprecedented
wealth—began to retire, its mem-
bers were naturally lured by sun-
nier climates. Historic retirement
communities in Florida, Arizona,
and California grew up because of
their advantages such as climate,
social and recreational amenities,
and low tax rates and cost of liv-
ing. More recently, some emerg-
ing retirement communities in
Sunbelt and coastal states have
opted to take a more aggressive
course and have essentially mar-
keted themselves to retirees. Ten
states, including North Carolina,
Georgia,  and Virginia,  have
emerged as the principal states of
destination for retirees.2 Since the
early 1980s, economists and ger-
ontologists have analyzed the vir-
tues of, and outlined strategies for,
recruiting retirement migrants.3

North and South Carolina have pro-
duced magazines aimed at people of
retirement age, extolling the virtues
of retirement in the state. Alabama
set up a program called Alabama Ad-
vantage for Retirees, within the
Alabama Department of Economic
and Community Affairs, to promote
the development of retirement com-
munities and to recruit retirees.
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Those who would vie to lure
retirees, however, should keep in
mind two factors that may affect
the economic viability of historic
and emerging retirement commu-
nities. First, the baby boom was
preceded by two and a half decades
of low fertility and limited immi-
gration. Therefore, the number of
workers approaching the tradi-
tional retirement age of 62 to 65—
the average age, since the early
1980s, at which Social Security
retirement benefits have kicked
in—will continue to ebb for the
next decade or so. Those born in
1946, who constitute the leading
edge of the baby boom, will likely
work for another 10 to 15 years.
The peak of the baby boom did
not come until 11 years later, in
1957, and those workers will likely
not retire until 2020 or later.

Second, during the past three
decades, there has not been a sig-
nificant upward trend in the per-
cent of individuals who change
their residence at retirement age;
the proportion of persons of retire-
ment age who are likely to change
residence, therefore, is fairly small,
less than 5 percent.

Is there any reason to anticipate
changes, either increases or de-
creases, in the propensity of young
retirees to embark on a long-dis-
tance move at or immediately af-
ter the time of retirement? Will
the concept of retirement as we
know it now continue to hold for
the next generation of retirees?
Will  couples total ly withdraw
from the labor force, thereby mak-
ing relocation in retirement fea-
sible? Or will one or both continue
to work full- or part-time?

Another consideration is the
changing nature of work. Flex-time
and telecommuting may affect the
attachment of the labor force to a
particular location. While these

trends may increase participation
of the elderly in the labor force,
they could also serve to facilitate
relocation. These trends have not
yet been analyzed with precision,
but an analysis of data from the
2000 census will help determine
whether older workers are still
commuting or instead working
from home more than in the past.

In addition, the timing of retire-
ment is changing, and people are
increasingly returning to the labor
force after retirement. While those
who follow the traditional career
path—working for 20 or 30 years
at a regular job with retirement ben-
efits—may retire early, others may
start their career later or follow a
more intermittent career path and
retire later. This has traditionally
been the pattern for women, an in-
creasingly career-oriented segment
of the labor force. Women with
higher educational attainment are
most likely to re-enter the labor force
after raising a family. It is from this
segment of the elderly that tradi-
tional retirement migrants are most
likely to be recruited.4

Another unknown is whether
there will be an increase in the age
of eligibility for full Social Secu-
rity retirement benefits and for in-
creases in the amount of the
monthly benefit for those who
delay receiving benefits beyond
normal retirement age. Although
people who can afford to choose
their retirement location typically
do not rely primarily upon Social
Security, these benefits are still a
significant source of income for all
but the most wealthy in later life.
Even the top fifth of older house-
holds derive 20 percent of their
income from Social  Security. 5

Therefore, if Congress ups the age
limit for Social Security eligibil-
ity, people will delay retirement
and, accordingly, migration. Be-

cause of the rising risks of disabil-
ity, illness, or even death, any in-
crease in the age at which people
retire is likely to reduce, albeit
slightly, any given age group’s like-
lihood of migration.

Pension Plans
Since most people who relocate in
retirement are relatively affluent,
pension income may be a more-
important determining factor than
Social Security, and changes in the
structure of pensions may influ-
ence the behavior of future gen-
erations of retirees. Pension cover-
age may change along with
changes in the workplace. Indeed,
people may hold more than one
job over the course of their work-
ing life, and become entitled to
more than one pension. For ex-
ample, a military officer could eas-
ily retire at 40 or 45 and begin
another 20-year career that also
offers retirement benefits. On the
other hand, the shift from manu-
facturing to service industries as
the primary source of employment
for more people may mean losses
in benefits. Moreover, the declin-
ing role of organized labor may also
lead to a decline in the number of
jobs that offer pension plans.

During the last 20 years, there
has been a shift from pension plans
that guarantee a certain income to
retirees—called defined benefit
plans—to plans that are less cer-
tain and depend upon the contri-
bution of the employer and the
worker. The value of these defined
contribution plans depends on the
return on investment. The former
provide the employee with a mea-
sure of certainty and little risk in
retirement income, while the lat-
ter can provide the long-term
growth associated with equity
markets. Yet such growth for re-
tirement income is based on the
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quality of the investment strategy.
In addition, short-term volatility
and downturns in equity invest-
ments may create havoc in timing
of retirement; people may be re-
luctant to retire if there is a tem-
porary downturn in the stock mar-
ket. This uncertainty may alter the
financial decisions people make
upon retirement—for example,
whether to relocate—since their
income and wealth may fluctuate
considerably. As yet, there are no
data from recent short-lived down-
turns in the financial market to sup-
port this contention. The true test
of this hypothesis awaits the emer-
gence of a sustained bear market.

In addition, we do not know to
what degree the performance of
the equity markets is based on the
capital influx of baby boomers
now entering their prime retire-
ment savings years. The 1998 Con-
sumer Expenditure Survey shows
that the share of pretax income
expended on pensions and Social
Security is at a maximum between
ages 35 and 54, though the figure
is only about 8 percent.6 How will
market performance be influenced
as the age structure of our society
shifts? There has been speculation
that as baby boomers reach retire-
ment age, they might withdraw
funds from equity markets and live
off their investments. Others note
that the period of retirement will last
several decades, and there is no rea-
son to expect any individual to con-
vert all his or her savings from equi-
ties to fixed income at a single time.

The smaller generation of the
baby bust is unlikely to match in
volume the baby boomers’ invest-
ment portfolio. Will this set of
variables slow the growth of the
equity markets and hence influ-
ence retirement incomes? A poten-
tially disturbing trend is that earn-
ings of younger males ages 18 to

34 are now much lower relative to
earnings of males in their 40s and
50s than was true a generation ago.
If this snapshot translates into a
pattern of lower lifetime earnings,
the future health of equity mar-
kets and hence of the stability of
retirement incomes could be in
jeopardy.

During the past several years,
annuity-like vehicles such as IRAs
and 401k/403b plans have become
more prevalent for building pri-
mary and supplementary retire-
ment income. These vehicles have
two potential drawbacks as engines
for producing retirement income.
First, such income is based upon
the behavior of equity markets.
Second, these mechanisms may
allow for early withdrawal of prin-
cipal. In addition, the Employee
Benefit Research Institute found
52 percent of the plans had loan
provisions that allow contributors
to borrow against the principal of
these investments.7 Only 18 per-
cent of contributors had outstand-
ing loans, however, and those av-
eraged only 16 percent of the ac-
count balance. Loans and the loan
ratio peaked among 40-year-olds
and steadily declined with age.
Present trends, therefore, do not
appear very ominous. Yet individu-
als may turn to these retirement
accounts to serve as bridge income
in times of job transition. Recent
tendencies in the labor market,
whereby individuals now expect to
hold many jobs and work for many
employers over the course of their
working lives, may aggravate this
trend. Any pre-retirement with-
drawals that are not replaced have
the effect of lowering pension
wealth and income.

Housing Market
The age structure of the popula-
tion will also influence the hous-

ing market when the baby boom-
ers approach retirement age. As
they reached adulthood, set up in-
dependent households,  and
started to raise families,  baby
boomers competed among them-
selves for limited housing. This
demand spurred a growth in
building and raised the cost of
housing. Yet the smaller group
that followed the baby boomers
will ultimately lower the growth
rate of demand for housing.

Hence, when baby boomers re-
tire, they may find the real estate
market rather flat. Even though
only a small fraction will consider
moving to a retirement location,
those who do may have trouble
selling their homes, or their homes
may not have appreciated in value
as much as those of their parents
and older siblings, who used that
capital appreciation to finance
their own retirement moves. There
is little doubt that the substantial
increase in housing prices experi-
enced in the 1970s and 1980s has
not been replicated in the 1990s
and seems unlikely to do so in
the foreseeable future.

Golden Age
The parents of the baby boom were
the benefactors of the post-World
War II economic miracle. Their
economic experiences in retirement
have been called the golden age of
retirement by some.8 Many par-
ents of baby boomers retired when
the Dow Jones Industrial Average
was measured in three, not five,
digits. While the magnitude of
this potential intergenerational
transfer of wealth may be difficult
to calculate, consider that in 1993
the median net worth of house-
holds whose head was aged 65 to
74 years exceeded $90,000, in
1993 dollars. By way of compari-
son, median net worth for their
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children, aged 35 to 44 in 1993,
was less than $30,000. Much of
this wealth is, of course, held in
the form of home equity, and there-
fore subject to liquidity and sta-
bility problems. Nonetheless, the
assets of just these 11.6 million
households would have amounted
to more than $1 trillion.9

Academics and policy research-
ers during the last decade and a
half have generally been quite up-
beat about the economic impact
of retirement migrants on the host
community. Based on the positive
forecast of retirement migration,
many states and local communi-
ties have embarked on ambitious
campaigns to recruit retirees. Yet
a number of interrelated factors
will influence the future trend of
retirement migration. The return
on the time and money invested
may not materialize for commu-
nities. Demographic and economic
trends suggest at the least a cau-
tious outlook.

Typically, people who are going
to relocate by choice will do so
about the time of retirement,
which for most couples will occur
when the husband is within a few
years of age 65 and the wife about
three years younger. This popula-
tion is not likely to increase very
much, certainly not in historical
perspective, until after the year
2010, when the baby-boom gen-
eration begins to reach conven-
tional retirement age. In the
meantime, therefore, the annual
number of new retirees seeking the
amenities of a retirement commu-
nity will be comparatively small.

Baby boomers are still 10 or
more years away from the typical
retirement age. When they retire,
the small percent of them who are
able to relocate and choose to do
so will have wider choices than
their parents did. Historic retire-

ment communities are still attract-
ing retirees, yet newly emerging
communities provide competition
and may reduce the overall influx
to established retirement commu-
nities. Thus, any individual com-
munity, regardless of its amenities
or climate, is in a position to com-
pete for these retirees.

A number of questions arise
about the economic position of
baby boomers as they approach
retirement age. How will their
spending and savings habits affect
the economy? Will they continue
to work at other jobs? Will
changes in the economic and in-
stitutional climate add even more
uncertainty to the level and sta-
bility of pension incomes? Will
retirement income also be tied to
the economic fortunes of the gen-
erations preceding and following
baby boomers into retirement?

While baby boomers will likely
benefit from unprecedented be-
quests, the behavior of housing
and equity markets of the future
may portend serious problems for
the financial well-being of the gen-
eration, due largely to the smaller
size of the following generation.

We should recall the recent ob-
servation of the American Associa-
tion of Retired Persons: “The idea
of the Baby Boomers as a homo-
geneous group is more myth than
reality. With its members spanning
nearly 20 years of l i fe,  Baby
Boomers are represented by a wide
range of life stages, life experiences
and life values....One of the key
characteristics of the Baby Boom
cohort is its diversity.”10 This di-
versity alone makes forecasting the
behavior of the group all the more
challenging.■
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The End Game
The end of life places profound responsibilities on the elderly.

BY JOHN R. HARDWIGBY JOHN R. HARDWIGBY JOHN R. HARDWIGBY JOHN R. HARDWIGBY JOHN R. HARDWIG

T o be old is to face
the end of life. This
is  not to say that
young people never
die. Nor that the old

have nothing else to do, no valu-
able contribution still to make.
But after old age comes death.
That’s simply a biological fact. It
will remain a fact regardless of the
medical technologies we develop,
social programs we institute, and
changes we make in our attitudes
about aging and the aged.

There is a strong taboo in our
culture against talking about the end
of life, perhaps especially with the
elderly. There is even a taboo against
talking with a dying person about
this central feature of her experience,
even when it’s obvious to everyone
that she is dying.

But the elderly know. For some,
the body fails before the mind.
They feel the approach of death
in their joints, their ears and eyes,
their lungs, their bowels. Each
year,  the body performs more
poorly than it did the year before.
When the body starts to fail, we

live with the specter of becoming
frail, immobile, eventually debili-
tated and unable to care for our-
selves. For others, the mind fails
before the body. When the mind
starts to fail, we have more senior
moments, and the grace we try to
muster on those occasions does not
hide the premonition they contain.
We become more forgetful, in-
creasingly confused, and more dis-
oriented. Then, too, we live with
the specter of dementia, of being
unable to care for ourselves, and
of death.

Even the elderly who are in ex-
cellent mental and physical health
live in the face of death. For they
know life will not last. It cannot
last. Probably it will not last much
longer. We ought not to pretend
otherwise. To face the end of life is
not, then, the same as actively dy-
ing. It is not even necessarily to
carry a terminal diagnosis. Even
when there is no terminal illness
in sight, one is lurking around the
corner. Thus was it ever; thus shall
it ever be. So, when we talk about
the responsibilities of the elderly,

we are talking about the responsi-
bilities of those facing the end of
life.

Our New Way to Die
And yet, our medical technology
is changing old age and death. The
end of life used to come both ear-
lier and much more quickly. When
people commonly died of infec-
tions, the span between the onset
of a terminal illness and death was
often a matter of days, a few weeks
at most. Moreover, anyone who
became bed-ridden for any length
of time would often develop pneu-
monia, and since pneumonia
could not be effectively treated,
the bed-ridden died. Under such
conditions, few lived to be as old
as many now do. People aged, be-
came old much earlier, then usu-
ally died fairly quickly. This was
accepted; not much could be done.

The progress of medicine
changed all that. In large part, the
change has come since World War
II, with the development of effec-
tive antibiotics and the respirator.
Today, we die of chronic illnesses
rather than infections. As a result,
the noted geriatrician Joanne Lynn
reports that the average American
now knows three years in advance
what she will die of. Since much
is known about most terminal ill-
nesses, a lot is also known about
what those three years will be like.
Moreover, Lynn reports, the aver-
age American male is debilitated
for five years before he dies, the
average female for eight years be-
fore she dies. Today, the elderly live
a long time in the face of death.

Those of us who are not yet old
will quite likely live even longer
facing our demise. There is no rea-
son to believe that medical
progress will now halt in its tracks.
We can expect to have even better
treatments for a wide range of
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killer diseases. Those diseases that
we cannot defeat, we will be bet-
ter able to treat and, thus, to slow.
These better treatments for termi-
nal conditions will mean that most
of us will live even longer facing
death. Most of us will live longer
than is common today, decline
more slowly, and face even longer
periods of disability and debility;
and our dying will be much more
prolonged than it was for previous
generations.

If  such a long dying seems
grim, remember that it’s medical
progress that brings this new
death. It is precisely because our
medicine is so successful in treat-
ing so many diseases that we live
so long and die so slowly. We are
all happy to have this medicine
available. I know I am. It brings
us longer, healthier lives. But there
is  a dark side to this medical
progress; it also saddles us with
years of chronic illness and debil-
ity and a long, slow dying process.
We shall have to learn—both as a
society and individually—how to
deal with a long, slow demise.

Society’s Burden
This new kind of death brings very
different problems from those of a
quick death. For all of recorded
history, the predominant fear has
been that death might catch us
unawares, carrying us off so quickly
that we would not have time to
make preparations. The Anglican
Book of Common Prayer used to
include the plea, “and from a sud-
den death deliver us, O Lord.”
Now, many Americans believe that
dying quickly is the way to go—
“she never knew what hit her.” But
our problem will most often be
how to live in the face of death for
years and years. My own mother,
90 years old and wheelchair-
bound in a nursing home, said to

me over and over, “I’m ready to
die. I’ve been ready for years. Why
does this have to take so long?” For
her, and for an increasing number
of Americans, the problem is no
longer that death comes too soon
and too quickly. Too often, death
comes too late and too slowly.

The slow decline toward death
brings serious burdens to the eld-
erly and dying, as my mother’s
anguished cry attests. But this new
extended old age and prolonged
dying also brings burdens to fami-
lies, friends, and society at large.

One of the first problems is how
to pay for the care that the elderly
and dying will need. A nursing
home in the San Francisco Bay
Area now costs $5,000 to $7,000
a month. Any medical care and
medications that might be needed
are on top of that. Over six or eight
or 10 years, those monthly pay-
ments add up. Many of the eld-
erly do not have the $500,000 to
$1 million saved for end-of-life
care. Many could not have saved
that much. And things look even
worse for the future. In all likeli-
hood, we will one day require even
more care than the elderly now do.
When individuals or families can’t
cover the cost, society will have to,
for we cannot just let old people
die in their apartments. And yet
the amount of money society has
set aside to cover such expenses is
steadily declining.

Perhaps even more important
than the financial question of how
to deal with protracted death,
however, is the moral one. For re-
gardless of how undesirable a sud-
den and premature death might
be, it is morally much simpler to
handle than a slow dying. Faced
with the threat of an unexpected
and early death, we do what we
can to extend life. We do so almost
automatically and without soul-

searching. And when we fail, how-
ever grieved we may be over the
death itself, there is moral solace
in knowing we did what we could.
When the overwhelming majority
of deaths were premature and noth-
ing much could be done to prolong
the life of the dying, we could adopt
a very simple moral maxim—save
lives! Whenever possible, prolong
life! As long as possible! That was
simple, clear, easy to follow, and
ethically compelling.

Now, we face the excruciating
moral issue of when to stop trying
to save a life. We could prolong
the life of this person if we choose,
and we must decide how far to go
with the effort. We must also ask,
whose interests will shape the de-
cision to stop the effort? The moral
burden of this choice is weighty,
often excruciating, and it falls on
someone—the patient, the family,
or a professional caregiver. Our
society and most of us individu-
ally will have to come to terms
with a whole series of profound
moral dilemmas raised by deaths
that are too slow and too late.

Now, the elderly undoubtedly
have responsibilities resulting from
an all-out attempt to prolong their
lives. For example, the elderly may
well have a responsibility not to
use their political power to secure
a disproportionate share of social
resources for themselves, at the
expense of the young. But for any
individual old person, the respon-
sibility to look after the interests
of society is relatively unimpor-
tant; we can normally presume
that society is able to take care of
itself.

Familial Burdens
The families and loved ones of the
elderly are less able to look out for
themselves. We must, then, also
consider the burdens to family and
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loved ones brought on by our new
way of dying. Perhaps most impor-
tant are the human burdens of ac-
tually providing hands-on care for
a seriously ill or debilitated fam-
ily member. Many families are
struggling with the problems of
trying to provide round-the-clock
care for an elderly relative. Often,
such care leaves the caregiver ex-
hausted, with no friends, no life
of her own. This caregiving can go
on for decades. The burdens of
such care often undermine even
the health of the caregiver.

We must also recognize the fa-
milial financial burdens of old age,
debilitation, and a slow dying.
Many families struggle with the
problem of how to pay for the
medical and nursing care that a
prolonged end of life presents to
families. Thousands and thousands
of families are bankrupted every
year by medical costs and these are
most often associated with the end
of life.1 Is it worth that cost to
postpone a death in the family? Is
that always the right thing to do?

It may sound callous and vul-
gar to mention money in the con-
text of providing care for an eld-
erly family member, especially
when life itself is on the line. But
on the personal and familial level,
the human costs of having to pay
for health care can be enormous.
For the vast majority, there is more
than just money at stake.

Consider the case of Ann, a
single, 55-year-old career profes-
sional who cared for her 87-year
old mother during the mother’s
three-year struggle with terminal
congestive heart failure. Besides
three years of complete exhaustion,
the care of her mother cost Ann
her job, her career, her home, and
all of her savings.

A career change at age 55 is dif-
ficult at best. Ann is unlikely to

find another job nearly as remu-
nerative or interesting. Even if she
manages to start a new career, she
no longer has enough working
years left to recoup her savings. The
end of her mother’s life will pro-
foundly alter the rest of her own
life. Even her health care may well
be affected, since affordable health
insurance these days often comes
only with a good job. It was not,
of course, a question of saving her
mother’s life, except very tempo-
rarily. Her friends and family knew
that her mother’s congestive heart
failure was terminal and that it
was only a matter of time. And so
it was.

Whose Burden?
Our society could—for a while
longer at least—lift the weight of
this responsibility from families
like Ann’s. We could develop a
comprehensive plan to care for
those who cannot take care of
themselves, including the aged,
the chronically ill, and the dying.
We could, but it looks like we
won’t. In fact, we are moving in
precisely the opposite direction.

In the United States, the bur-
dens that families and loved ones
bear when there is chronic illness,
debility, or protracted death are
steadily being increased by the
cost-containment measures de-
signed by insurers—mainly em-
ployers and the government.
Health-care costs in this country
continue to grow much faster than
our economy, giving rise to a very
real need on the part of employers
and government organizations to
try to contain escalating health
care costs.

One common strategy in the
campaign to control these costs is
to force families to provide more
of the daily caregiving and to re-
quire patients and their families to

pay more of the costs of health care.
Thus, health insurance covers less
of the cost of chronic illness. Pa-
tients are also discharged from
health-care facilities “quicker and
sicker,” as the saying goes. They
then go home—still unable to care
for themselves—where they have
to be cared for, almost always by
the women in the family.

Now, any society must decide
whether to bear the burdens of the
unfortunate collectively or indi-
vidually. Health insurance, social
security and retirement funds, and
welfare plans are all devices that
allow us to bear responsibility col-
lectively. Under a system of col-
lective responsibility, those who
are fortunate enough not to have
family members who become seri-
ously ill or who cannot care for
themselves subsidize those who are
not so lucky, and we all insure
ourselves against having huge bur-
dens fall upon us or our loved
ones.

Accordingly, we could decide to
tax ourselves to provide collectively
for the needs—not just the medi-
cal care—of people who can’t care
for themselves.  That’s  what
Canada is trying to do, and ap-
parently no one there is impover-
ished by an illness in the family.
Contrast the United States, where
tens of thousands of families are
impoverished every year by the
cost of medical treatment.

The emphasis in the United
States today is on individual re-
sponsibility. The popular idea in
our country is that each person
should be responsible for himself,
and families should take care of
their own without looking for
much help from the rest of us. This
approach may well reduce our
taxes. But that is not the end of
the matter. A social decision not
to bear responsibility collectively
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does not mean that responsibili-
ties simply evaporate. Rather, it
increases our individual responsi-
bilities, sometimes dramatically. If
we choose not to provide collec-
tively for those in need, we must
protect and provide for our loved
ones individually, at a time when
we ourselves may also be in need.

As we reshape our social con-
text, we also redefine our personal
responsibilities. A renewed em-
phasis on individual responsibil-
ity means that many more of us
will have to make very difficult
individual choices at the end of our
lives, if we are to protect our fami-
lies and loved ones. Each of us
must live and die in the social con-
text we create together. Either we
will bear responsibilities for our
elderly collectively or we will have
to face these responsibilities indi-
vidually—often through personal
caregiving, which can mean the
loss of all assets, the sacrifice of
careers, and, sometimes, the sac-
rifice of health. If we do not pro-
vide collectively, many of us will
also face excruciating individual
moral decisions when we become
old. We may regrettably find our-
selves in situations in which there
is simply no responsible way to
continue living, as all options im-
pose too great a burden on our
loved ones.2

Responsible Aging and Dying
All developments and choices that
will dramatically affect the lives of
others, especially family and loved
ones, raise serious moral questions.
So our new way of dying, com-
bined with our penchant for indi-
vidual responsibil ity,  requires
troubling ethical choices: How
much can I ask my family and
loved ones to do to support me
during the final years of my life?
How many years can I ask them

to sacrifice because I would like to
avoid institutional care or to live a
little longer? Can I seriously com-
promise their futures and even
their children’s futures just be-
cause I want to live a little while
longer or in the style I enjoy?
What will be my responsibilities
to my loved ones as I near the end
of my life?

These are deeply disturbing
questions—questions we all would
rather avoid. So far, we have largely
avoided such questions by just
shutting them out of our minds
and our family conversations. But
this ostrich posture stands a fair
chance of making matters much
worse for those who have to take
care of us and support us at the
end of our lives. There is no easy
moral solution, no comfortable and
safe moral ground.

Now, I do not deny that the
families and friends of those fac-
ing the end of life have responsi-
bilities, too. They have a respon-
sibility to help us in this time of
need. Perhaps they even owe us for
help we gave them earlier in life.
But there must be limits to their
responsibilities, if the other mem-
bers of our families are to be given
an equal chance to live their own
lives, achieve their own goals, and
satisfy their desires. There must
also be limits if families are to do
what’s best for all members of the
family, not just what’s best for the
members who happen to be eld-
erly. There must be limits if fam-
ily members have other responsi-
bilities, to partners or children or
careers. The caring capacity of fami-
lies must not be exceeded or com-
pletely swallowed up in the care of
a family member who is facing the
end of life. Longer life or the oppor-
tunity to live at home must not
become an altar on which all other
goals and values of the family are

sacrificed. So, though families and
loved ones also have responsibili-
ties to the elderly, this does not
eliminate the need to think about
the responsibilities of those who
are facing the end of life.

Many old people do think about
the burdens on family that their
old age and debility may bring. It
is a common refrain among old
people that they hope not to live
so long that they become a bur-
den to their loved ones. But fewer
have considered what steps this hope
might require of them. Most of us
will not be able to avoid such ques-
tions—for we do not die alone. Our
deaths are not simply our own,
affecting no one but ourselves.

Professional ethicists may be
appalled at the very suggestion
that people have responsibilities at
the end of life. Bioethicists, for
example, focus almost exclusively
on the kind of death the patient
wants for herself. That, in fact, is
their concept of a good death. But
life is not about just doing what
you want; often it’s not even pri-
marily about what you want. Nei-
ther is death.

One can live responsibly or ir-
responsibly. Accordingly, one can
age responsibly or irresponsibly.
One can respond to illness, dis-
ability, debility, or harbingers of
dementia responsibly or irrespon-
sibly. And one can die responsibly
or irresponsibly. Most of us will
face choices at the end of life, and
our choices may be either respon-
sible or irresponsible. In aging and
dying, as in the rest of life, a self-
centered life is wrong. It is irre-
sponsible and wrong to make our
choices thinking only about what
we want for ourselves, without
duly weighing the ramifications of
our choices on the lives of others—
especially on the lives of those who
are close to us, for we have a spe-
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cial obligation to try to protect
them.

As we age and then begin dy-
ing, we will have to figure out how
we can protect the lives of our
loved ones from the tragedies that
our old age and death could bring
upon them. If we are to keep the
endings of our own lives from se-
riously compromising the lives of
our partners and children, it will
be up to us to make very difficult
choices. Most of us will have to
decide for ourselves how we will
structure the ends of our lives, try-
ing to balance what we want for
ourselves with our responsibilities
to use our choices to protect the
well-being of our loved ones.

Gauging Your Responsibilities
Having said all this, we come to
the really serious question: how can
I determine the extent of my re-
sponsibil it ies to family and
friends? Exactly what are my re-
sponsibilities to my loved ones as I
age, approach debility or dementia,
and then die? How can I protect
their lives from being seriously dam-
aged by my old age and death?

To my mind, these are the right
questions we will all need to ask.
But I will not even attempt to pro-
vide answers here. To begin with,
the questions are too new. We have
not devoted enough careful
thought to them. The very idea of
a responsible death is really quite
foreign to us. Besides, I have no
moral authority to define for oth-
ers what their responsibilities are
at the end of life. I also believe
answers to these questions will be
very contextual, shaped by many
nuances of particular families. The
responsibilities of an old person to
her family will be shaped by their
dreams, hopes, fears, and aspira-
tions; by the history of the family,
including who has made sacrifices

for whom; and by the patterns of
interaction that have characterized
the common life of this family. I don’t
know nearly enough about any fam-
ily except my own to be able to de-
fine the responsibilities of the eld-
erly to the rest of the family.

The List
Having only questions to raise, not
answers to offer, I leave you with a
thoughtful, impressive list of re-
sponsibilities of those facing the
end of life. It was drawn up by
members of a seniors’ organization
that I was invited to address a
couple of years ago.3

As I was preparing my talk for
the organization, I  decided I
would break the taboo against talk-
ing with seniors about the end of
life. Instead, I told the group that
there are important responsibili-
ties of others—particularly family
members—to the aged, the infirm,
the ill, and the dying, but that I
wanted them to tell me what they
thought were the responsibilities
of those facing the end of life.

The group came up with a re-
markable list. We had only 45
minutes for our discussion, so we
could not spend much time talk-
ing about each proposed respon-
sibility. But all items on the list
were at least briefly discussed. Not
everyone present agreed with ev-
ery item, but there was consider-
able consensus about many items.
And there were regular comments
like, “I’d better start doing that.”

At the end of our brief discussion,
one women came up to me and said,
“My husband passed away three
weeks ago. I just want you to know
how comforting and helpful this
discussion has been to me.”

Some items among the respon-
sibilities these seniors formulated
are controversial. Still, each item
represents the deeply held convic-

tion of someone who is thought-
fully facing the end of life. Each is
worthy of serious consideration.
This list of responsibilities strikes
me as an excellent starting point
for moral discussion of our respon-
sibilities at the end of life. I offer
it as such:
■ Talk with your family about
death.
■ Discuss death and dying while
you are well. Renew this discus-
sion periodically.
■ Review the life you have shared,
set things right, and ask for for-
giveness from your loved ones.
■ Talk with your loved ones about
what they will do after you’re dead
and about how their lives will be
without you. This will give them
permission to go on to full lives
after you’re dead.
■ Help your spouse achieve
enough independence and enough
of a life of his or her own to live
happily without you.
■ Teach your spouse and inform
your children about your finances.
■ Teach household responsibilities
to ensure that your spouse has
competencies he or she will need
when you are dead.4

■ Don’t insist on personal care.
Don’t ever say, “Never put me in a
nursing home.” If you’ve already
said it, retract it and apologize.
■ Don’t live so long that your loved
ones will wish you were dead.5

■ Die in a way that will leave your
family in the best position.6

■ Make both a will and living will.
■ Assign a power of attorney to a
trusted family member or friend
who is likely to be of sound mind
when you no longer are.
■ Put all assets in both spouses’
names, or else clearly separate them.
Review this item periodically.
■ Do things to minimize disagree-
ments and conflicts among your
survivors.
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■ Write an obituary and make fu-
neral and burial plans. Address the
issue of donation of your body.
■ Don’t leave to others decisions
that will cause guilt.
■ If you decide on suicide, be con-
siderate of those who will find your
body.
■ Tell your story. It will help you
accomplish the other items on the
list.■

John Hardwig is a professor and
head of the Department of Philoso-
phy at the University of Tennessee in
Knoxville.7

1. See Kenneth E. Covinski et al., “The
Impact of Serious Illness on Patients’
Families,” Journal of the American Medical
Association 272 (1994), pp. 1839-44.

2. See John Hardwig et al., Is There a Duty
to Die?: And Other Essays in Bioethics (New
York, NY: Routledge, 2000).

3. This list was formulated by the Institute
for Continued Learning, in Johnson City, TN, on
November 5, 1998. The Institute for Continued
Learning is a group of seniors who meet
regularly to participate in educational events
and programs. All are retired. The youngest

member of the group is 55 years old. Most are
in their 70s.

4. In discussion, many felt the husband
should cook, clean, and do the wash for a
couple of months while the wife pays the
bills, gets the car serviced, and takes care of
the house and yard.

5. A discussion followed about a comment
one member had heard from a friend: “I wish
my mother had died while I still loved her.”

6. A discussion followed about whether
there is a responsibility to commit suicide.
Some Institute members think there is.

7. Material in this paper has been drawn
from Hardwig et al., Is There A Duty to Die?:
And Other Essays in Bioethics.

NOTES
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Guns R Us
P ro- and anti-gun-

control forces tend
to use the same cali-
ber of ammunition in

their arguments: statistics or—
depending on your point of
view—lies, damn lies, and sta-
tistics. Nearly half of all house-
holds in the United States have
guns. There is nearly one gun
for every man, woman, and
child in the country. The
homicide rate in the United
States is  eight t imes higher
than in comparable countries.

Gregg Lee Carter reviews the
statistical arguments used in the
debate over gun control, but
finds no clear answers in the
numbers. Even in countries like
the United States, where gun
ownership and gun violence
rates are both high, correlation
does not imply causation,
Carter maintains. In Switzer-
land, for example, virtually ev-
ery adult male is a gun owner,
yet that country has a low over-
all murder rate. In fact, social
homogeneity may be more pre-
dictive than gun ownership of
low rates of violence. Instead of
trying to prove causality, Carter
says that gun-control advocates
are now underscoring the social
and medical costs of gun vio-
lence as a rationale for institut-
ing stricter gun controls.

The Founding Fathers—who
hunted game, fought for free-
dom, and relied on their guns
for self defense—may be rolling
over in their graves at this pre-
cautionary approach. In fact,

much of the discussion hinges on
divining the intention of the au-
thors of the Second Amendment
to the Constitution. George Rice
says the gun-control issue is just
that, an issue of who controls the
guns. The earliest gun laws were,
in part, intended to keep guns out
of the hands of African Americans.
Likewise, laws were used to dis-
arm Native Americans and send
them to reservations.  Legal, or il-
legal, possession of guns has been
a norm in our national history.
Rice says our gun nostalgia should
be replaced with a collective con-
sensus to uphold the right of soci-
ety to be free of gun violence.

Yet the unarmed are easy prey for
criminals. Paxton Quigley, a personal
protection expert, decided to learn
to use a handgun after a close friend
was raped. Quigley cites evidence
that guns are an effective deterrence
to criminals. Moreover, in her years
teaching thousands of women to
shoot a handgun, she finds that
those who conquer their fear of guns
gain more control in other areas of
their lives.

Japan has a long history of
weapons control. Increasingly,
other countries are striving to rein
in the possession of firearms. The
United Kingdom, Canada, and
Australia are moving toward zero-
tolerance policies that leave law-
abiding citizens with no means of
self-defense, say Linda Gorman
and David Kopel. This greatly sim-
plifies the business as usual of
most criminals. Banning guns, in
fact, does little to reduce the over-
all rate of violent crime, and gov-

ernments sometimes go to absurd
lengths to ensure the public
safety. In New South Wales, for
example, a law banning the sale
of knives to anyone under 16 ef-
fectively means government now
controls many children’s hobbies
such as fishing. In addition,
Gorman and Kopel find that
countries bent on making the
possession of firearms illegal vastly
expand their powers of search and
seizure.

Even the staunchest gun-con-
trol opponents agree with one sta-
tistic: in the United States, the
brunt of gun violence falls on
poor, inner-city, primarily Afri-
can-American youths. Timothy
Brezina and James Wright say it’s
impossible to keep out of the
hands of children some of the ap-
proximately 200 million guns in
circulation, even with stricter
laws. Knee-jerk lawmaking in the
aftermath of extreme and statis-
tically rare cases—such as the
Littleton, Colorado, massacre—
deflects attention from the under-
lying cause of youth violence: an
impoverished social environment.

Indeed, creating a safe and
healthy environment for all is a
worthy goal. Before we rush to
lay down our arms and disarm
everyone else,  however,  we
might want to heed the words
of Benjamin Franklin: “Those
who beat their swords into
plowshares usually end up
plowing for those who didn’t.”

The Editors
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Dueling
Statistics

The debate over gun control is often a war of statistics. Even more puzzling
is that both sides in the debate often invoke the same statistics.1

BY GREGG LEE CARTERBY GREGG LEE CARTERBY GREGG LEE CARTERBY GREGG LEE CARTERBY GREGG LEE CARTER

R esearch and public debate on gun control are quag-
mires into which the average academic, public
policymaker, and citizen should be wary of diving.
Indeed, every single entry point into the issue
represents a morass so difficult to navigate that
making an informed decision whether to support or
oppose control of firearms could be a full-time job.

The central issue is whether there is a causal link between the preva-
lence of gun ownership and the level of gun violence. There is already
a significant amount of data familiar to researchers, policymakers, and
writers in the field.2 But few policymakers and concerned citizens have
in-depth knowledge about it, and both sides in the debate are adept at

using statistics to their advantage.
Even to the initiated, the data
point to no clear and easy answers.

A Bloody Nation

T wo facts cannot be de-
n i e d ,  e v e n  t h o u g h
different analysts draw
different conclusions

about their significance. First, na-
tional gun laws in the United

States are weak compared with
those of almost all other economi-
cally developed democratic na-
tions. And second, the level of gun
violence in the United States is also
high.

In 1998, health researchers
Etienne Krug and colleagues com-
pared firearm-related deaths in the
United States and 25 other high-
income countries. They found that

the rate of firearm deaths from ho-
micide, suicide, and accidents in
the United States—14.24 per
100,000—is eight times higher
than in economically comparable
countries. Moreover, the overall
homicide rate in the United States
is six times higher than that of a
typical economically developed
country.3

To gun-control advocates, these
two sets of facts are causally re-
lated, and the end result is evil;
large numbers of firearms afloat in
society produce large numbers of
violent crimes, suicides, and acci-
dental deaths. Guns are not just
another weapon. Assault, acci-
dents, and attempted suicide with
a gun are many times more likely
to result in death or serious injury
than actions taken with any other
weapon.4

Gun-control opponents, on the
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other hand, argue that the United
States would be a violent and
bloody society with or without the
omnipresence of firearms, includ-
ing handguns and assault rifles.
Logic and data also support this
argument. Even if we remove all
of the firearm homicides for the
United States, the murder rate is
still 1.75 times greater than the
entire homicide rate of the typical
high-income country.5 In short,
the data do not fit nicely either
the pro- or anti-control arguments.
Moreover, even when complex
multivariate statistical techniques
are used, the answers become no
clearer.

These varying assessments lie at
the very core of the controversy over
gun control. That is, those working
for enactment of strong national gun
laws are motivated, at heart, by the
belief that such laws will reduce vio-
lence and save lives.

The largest and most important
organization promoting federal
policy to reduce gun violence,
Handgun Control Inc. (HCI),
contends that gun control works.
In the fall of 2000, for example,
HCI sent a letter to its membership
contending that the 1993 Brady
Handgun Violence Prevention Act
resulted in a drop in gun deaths
from 37,776 in 1992 to 32,436 in
1997, the latest statistic available.6

Those who oppose the agenda
of HCI, on the other hand, dis-
pute the very premise that a com-
prehensive federal gun-control
policy will reduce gun violence. In
the words of the National Rifle
Association, “Guns don’t ki l l ,
people do.” In its flyers, the NRA
repeatedly stresses that strict na-
tional gun laws, especially regis-
tration and licensing, would have
no effect on criminal violence, “as
criminals, by definition, do not
obey laws.”7

International Comparisons

While the overall mur-
der rate in the
United States is six
times higher than

the average of economically devel-
oped nations, an even more dra-
matic comparison is the rate of
murder by guns, which is 7.07 per
100,000. That’s more than 12
times higher than that of its peer

nations, which averages just 0.58.8

Paralleling these dramatic dif-
ferences in murder rates are dif-
ferences in gun prevalence. A study
published in 1993 by Swiss crimi-
nologist Martin Killias showed that
in the United States, 48 percent
of households have some type of
gun. That’s three times greater than
for the typical European country—
16.2 percent—and twice as high
as the rate of Austral ia and
Canada—24.3 percent.9

Further statistical analysis of
those data reveals strong correla-
tions between gun prevalence and
murder rates. For example, in
countries with a high level of own-
ership of guns of any type, the
murder rate is significantly higher
than in countries with low levels
of ownership. In countries that
have high numbers of households
with handguns, the murder rate
is even higher.10

On the other hand, Florida
State University criminologist
Gary Kleck analyzed the Krug data
and found a much more modest
correlation between gun ownership

and total homicide rate.11 Kleck
contends that because the sample
size is larger in the Krug study of
36 nations than in the Killias
study of 13 nations, his correla-
tion analysis presents a more ac-
curate description of the relation-
ship between gun ownership and
homicide rates. Kleck also exam-
ined 18 studies on the correlation
between gun prevalence and vio-

lent crime in U.S. cities and coun-
ties. His analysis shows no consis-
tent relationship.12

Unlike the United States, most
western European countries and
other economically developed na-
tions have strict national gun laws.
These countries require that guns
be registered, that gun owners be
licensed, and that guns be stored
and transported with utmost se-
curity. To get a license, a potential
gun owner must typically pass an
exam on gun safety. Also required
are comprehensive background
checks of individuals seeking to
purchase guns, including any his-
tory of criminality or mental in-
capacity.

Only recently, since 1994, has
the United States enacted similar
legislation requiring anyone seek-
ing to purchase a handgun from a
licensed dealer, manufacturer, or
importer to submit to a back-
ground check. Of special interest
to gun-control advocates, hand-
guns are either outlawed or re-
stricted so severely that ownership
is extremely rare in most European

Unlike the United States, most western European

countries and other economically developed

nations have strict national gun laws.
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countries and Canada. No such
prohibition exists on the national
level in the United States, where a
comparatively high percentage of
households—29 percent—own a
handgun. Compare that number
with the minuscule percentages
elsewhere: 0.1 percent in the
United Kingdom, 0.2 percent in
the Netherlands, 2 percent in Aus-
tralia, 2.5 percent in Spain, and 7

percent or less in Belgium,
Canada, Finland, France, Norway,
and Spain.

The striking exception in Eu-
rope is Switzerland, which has few
restrictions on gun ownership.
Because of its low murder rates,
both overall and by guns, Switzer-
land is the NRA’s favorite example
of the maxim “guns don’t kill,
people do.” However, gun-control
advocates are swift to note that
Switzerland’s population is highly
trained in firearm safety and us-
age since most adult men are mem-
bers of the national militia.

Yet we must not oversimplify
when making cross-national com-
parisons. Many factors other than
gun prevalence may affect the level
of violence in any particular coun-
try. There are social and cultural
differences among the nations that
could account for violence or the
lack thereof, especially degrees of
social heterogeneity and solidarity,
as well as levels of economic de-
velopment. A fair  comparison
should include countries similar in
their economies, politics, and cul-
tures. Indeed, the 1993 study by

Killias, which compared economi-
cally developed western democra-
cies, is arguably preferable to the
more recent Krug study, which
included statistics from develop-
ing countries in Asia and the
Middle East as well as high-in-
come European countries. Further,
we should avoid simplistic com-
parisons of pairs of countries since
such comparisons can be tailored

to support either side of the gun-
control debate.

To wit, gun-control opponents
like to compare Switzerland and
Mexico. Since al l  able-bodied
males belong to the Swiss home
guard and must possess a firearm,
gun prevalence is high in Switzer-
land, yet gun violence is quite low.
Conversely, Mexico has a low level
of household gun ownership but
a relatively high rate of gun vio-
lence. Gun-control supporters fa-
vor pairing the United States,
which has high rates of gun-related
violence and high levels of gun
ownership, and Japan, where few
people own guns and acts of vio-
lence are less common.13

Faces of Death

I t is important to note that
the high rates of gun violence
in the United States do not
affect all Americans equally.

Reports published over the years
by the Bureau of Justice Statistics
reveal that black males in their
teens and early twenties are the
most likely to suffer such vio-
lence.14 For example, in the early

1990s, the rate of homicide due
to firearms for black males in their
early twenties was more than eight
times higher than the rate for all
individuals in the same age group:
140.7 per 100,000 for black males
as opposed to 17.1 for all males.

Similarly, the rate of homicide
due to firearms for black teenag-
ers was 105.3, but 14.0 for teen-
agers as a whole. While the abso-
lute numbers of victims involved
has fallen since 1994, the racial
slants in the data have not. All
parties involved in the analysis of
gun violence—scholars as well as
opponents and advocates of gun
control—view these figures as an
enormous calamity in the African-
American community.

For example, sociologists James
D. Wright, Joseph F. Sheley, and M.
Dwayne Smith assert that the esca-
lating prevalence and use of guns in
underclass neighborhoods have
turned these areas into “killing
fields.”15 Law professors Robert J.
Cottrol and Raymond T. Diamond,
both of whom the NRA holds in
high esteem, declare that the “black-
on-black violence that plagues the
mean streets of our inner cities” is
tragic.16 Josh Sugarman, head of the
Violence Policy Center, an organi-
zation dedicated to strict gun con-
trol, laments that in many inner-city
black communities “youth funerals
are so commonplace that the di-
lemma is not facing the question of
death, but what to wear.”17

The stark statistics regarding
young minority males and gun vio-
lence provide an interesting con-
trast to the high-profile gun trag-
edies involving young people in
the past five years. All but one of
these high-profile incidents have
involved white male teens from
small towns and suburbia: Spring-
field, Oregon; Pearl, Mississippi;
Paducah, Kentucky; Jonesboro,

The escalating prevalence and use of guns in

underclass neighborhoods have turned these

areas into killing fields.
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Arkansas; Edinboro, Pennsylvania;
Raleigh, Virginia; and most tragi-
cally, Littleton, Colorado. Yet in
inner-city America, the shooting
and wounding of youths in poor
black neighborhoods surrounding
schools is commonplace, though
little publicized except in local
newspaper or local radio and tele-
vision news broadcasts. In short,
white and minority gun violence
receive different treatment in the
national media.

Cause and Effect

The question at the very
crux of the controversy
between advocates and
opponents of gun con-

trol is whether there is a causal re-
lationship between guns and vio-
lence. From the mid-1980s
through the early 1990s, guns dif-
fused throughout the inner cities
and many suburban communities
of the United States. At the same
time, these areas witnessed rising
rates of violence. Between 1984
and 1992, according to the FBI
Uniform Crime Reports, property
crime was leveling off; on the other
hand, violent crime kept increas-
ing—steeply so between 1987 and
1993.

Most significantly, handgun
violence catapulted from 589,000
murders, rapes, robberies, and as-
saults committed with handguns
in 1988 to 1.1 million in 1993.18

The fact that crime rates—prop-
erty, violent, and gun-related—
have fallen in the past eight years
to roughly those levels of the early
1980s does not negate the hypoth-
esis that the influx of guns was
connected to the steep rise in vio-
lence in the late 1980s and early
1990s. The black riots of the
1960s were self-limiting because
one can only burn down a neigh-
borhood so many times. Much of

the inner-city youth violence of a
dozen years ago was also self-lim-
iting since the most violent were
the first to be cut down. Those
succeeding them were more mind-
ful of the destructiveness of guns,
especially of semiautomatic pistols.
The survivors also realized the ben-
efits of a stabilized drug market.

Criminologist Alfred Blumstein
contends that, beginning in 1985,

drug dealers recruited younger
sellers, who are less aware of the
risks of the trade and less likely to
receive long jail terms if caught.
Like their older counterparts, the
younger sellers carried arms for
self-protection, and these guns
found their way to other youths
through neighborhood networks.
Teenagers are also more reckless,
so fights that once would result in
a bloody nose have escalated into
gun fights that leave people dead.
An impoverished social environ-
ment alone cannot explain the
spike in violence that occurred in
the 1980s, since economic despair
and poor educational achievement
are nothing new to ghetto neigh-
borhoods.19

Blumstein also contends that
white juvenile homicide rates in-
creased during the same era be-
cause gun possession crossed over
into suburbia, as guns begat guns
in close-knit teenage circles. The
Bureau of Justice Statistics data
lend support to this interpreta-
tion. However, national survey
data reveal no increase in the per-

centages of individuals, including
blacks and urban-dwellers,  or
households possessing a gun. Some
analysts therefore reject the notion
that guns spread throughout the
inner-city and parts of suburbia
during this period and accept the
simpler interpretation that there
was a rise in gang activity—and
gang members use guns.20

But national survey data have

some limitations. Respondents are
noninstitutionalized adults will-
ing to take the surveys, which are
based on personal interviews. This
almost certainly skews the results,
since respondents are unlikely to
admit the possession of guns if
their possession is illegal. For those
living in New York, Boston, Mi-
ami, Chicago, Los Angeles and
other urban areas during the
1980s, who saw and heard gun-
fire in the streets, the survey data
can’t seem to detect the diffusion
of guns they witnessed firsthand.

Even if we accept the argument
that gun prevalence and violence
rose hand-in-hand in the 1980s
and 1990s, correlation itself does
not of course prove causality. Sev-
eral prominent students of gun
control argue that the causal ar-
row might very well run the other
way: that is, that rising rates of
violence prompt citizens to arm
themselves. Moreover, simple cor-
relations do not take into consid-
eration other variables that might
affect the primary variables, imply-
ing that the correlation between

An impoverished social environment alone cannot

explain the spike in violence that occurred in

the 1980s.
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guns and violence is spurious. Per-
haps rising immigration rates and
subsequent rises in violence based
on cultural conflict account for the
rise in gun violence in the 1980s.
Or the surge in violent crime may
have been the result of the growing
presence of violent youth gangs—
which sprang from low to high lev-
els with the introduction of crack
cocaine in many urban areas.

In short, the data do not fit
neatly either the pro- or anti-gun-
control side of the debate. How-
ever, it is not unreasonable to hy-
pothesize that the easy availability
of guns, both legally and illegally,
and their diffusion in urban areas
during the 1980s greatly magni-
fied the problems of violence as-
sociated with culture conflict and
street gangs, even though some
would argue that these forces
would produce the same levels of
violence even if guns were not on
the scene.

Baby Bust

D uring the late 1980s
and early 1990s, prop-
erty crime—larceny,
burglary, and auto

theft—rates were flattening out in
the United States. This trend seems
to support the hypothesis that de-
mographic trends influence the
rate of crime, since this flattening
out was predicted long ago by de-
mographers and criminologists
who realized that much of the ris-
ing crime rate in the 1960s and
1970s was due to a large popula-

tion of young people, who tend to
take more risks, including partici-
pating in crime. As the post-World
War II baby-boom generation
aged, it was predicted, crime rates
would fall, since more than half of
all street crime is committed by
individuals under 25, with arrests
peaking at age 18. Yet, if property
crime was flattening out between
1984 and 1994, the demographic

hypothesis doesn’t explain why vio-
lent crime—robbery, murder, ag-
gravated assault—was not. The dif-
fusion of guns into urban areas
could account for the divergent
trends in property crime and vio-
lent crime.

At the international level, the
correlation between gun prevalence
and violence might result from other
factors, throwing suspicion on the
causal link. The two most impor-
tant factors are social homogeneity
and economic inequality. Were the
United States more socially and
economically homogeneous, would
its much greater prevalence of guns
really matter that much?

A culture in which the citizens
are very similar—sharing similar
ethnicity, religious beliefs, income
levels, and values, such as Den-
mark—is more likely to have laws
that represent the wishes and de-
sires of a large majority of its
people than is a culture where citi-
zens come from diverse back-
grounds and have widely dispar-
ate income levels and lifestyles, as
in the United States.21

For this reason, countries with a

good deal of homogeneity normally
have lower levels of law violation and
violence than their heterogeneous
counterparts. Kleck presents data in
support of the notion that culture,
not gun availability, is what best dis-
tinguishes the United States from
other developed countries with
much lower rates of violent crime.
For example, in both Great Brit-
ain and Canada—two countries
with low gun availability and low
homicide rates that are often con-
trasted with the United States—
guns were not restricted in the
early part of the 20th century, yet
homicide rates were still extremely
low, 12 to 14 times lower than in
the United States.22

It is difficult to rule out these
alternative explanations for much
greater levels of violence in the
United States compared with other
economically developed countries.
In fact, there is ample evidence
that heterogeneity can play a huge
role in sparking violence and
crime: witness the former Yugosla-
via. However, it is again not un-
reasonable to hypothesize that the
easy availability of guns greatly
magnifies the problems of crime
and violence in the United States,
with its high levels of social and
cultural heterogeneity and eco-
nomic inequality.

In addition, guns are much
more lethal than other weapons.
Gunshot wounds are much more
likely to result  in death than
wounds inflicted by knives, the
weapon generally assumed to be
the next most lethal.23 In compar-
ing rates of violence in the United
States with those of peer nations,
gun-control advocates observe that
assaults in the United States are
more likely to involve guns, and
guns kill. There is support for this
position. A 1988 international
crime survey revealed that the

A culture in which the citizens are very similar is

more likely to have laws that represent the wishes

and desires of a large majority of its people.
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overall U.S. assault rate was 5.4
percent, not quite twice the rate
in other developed countries,
which average 2.9 percent, but the
U.S. homicide rate is six times
greater. Moreover, several nations
have rates of assault with weapons
on par with those of the United
States. For example, in the Neth-
erlands and France, the rate of as-
sault with all weapons was 15 per-
cent in the Netherlands and
France, 14 percent in Northern
Ireland and the United States, and
12 percent in Canada. Yet the ho-
micide rates of those same nations,
where the weapon is much less of-
ten a gun, are many magnitudes
smaller than in the United
States.24 Such data support the ar-
gument that guns transform vio-
lent situations into lethal events.
As epidemiologist David Hemenway
phrases it, “the presence of a fire-
arm allows a petty argument to
end tragically.”25

Holes in the Data

L aw professor John R.
Lott disputes this con-
clusion, as well as most
others concerning gun

prevalence and violence. Indeed,
the research of Lott and his col-
league David Mustard has fueled
one of the greatest debates on the
issue of gun control. Their work
also reinforces the controversial re-
search of Kleck and others who
tout the advantage of gun posses-
sion in defending against criminal
attack. Lott observes that murder-
ers are rarely law-abiding citizens.
“In the largest seventy-five coun-
ties in the United States in 1988,
over 89 percent of adult murder-
ers had criminal records as adults.”
Indeed, what qualifies as an ac-
quaintance murder is much less
often a friend killing a friend, or a

man killing his wife or girlfriend,
than a gang member killing the
member of another gang or one
criminal killing another.26

Even more important, Kleck
and Lott’s analyses of individual
city, county, and state data reveal
no consistent relationship between
gun prevalence or ownership and
violent crime. Moreover, when in-
dividuals are freely allowed to carry

concealed weapons, rates of violent
crime drop. Their interpretation
is straightforward and has intui-
tive appeal:

Criminals are rational, and they are
less likely to rape, rob, or assault
when they are fearful that a po-
tential victim may be armed. In
Canada and Britain, for example,
with tough gun-control laws, al-
most half of all burglaries are “hot
burglaries” [where a resident is at
home when a criminal strikes]. In
contrast, the United States, with
fewer restrictions, has a “hot bur-
glary” rate of only 13 percent.
Criminals are “not just behaving
differently by accident…. The fear
of potentially armed victims causes
American burglars to spend more
time than their foreign counter-
parts “casing” a house to ensure
that nobody is home.27

An appealing justification in
support of Lott’s argument is that,
in states that allow ordinary citi-
zens to carry concealed handguns,
the violent crime rate is signifi-

cantly lower than in states where
this is not the case.

However appealing, the research
in support of the deterrent effect
of bearing arms has been assailed
on a number of fronts, mainly
methodological.  For example,
Kleck’s data, a probability survey
based on a national telephone sur-
vey, led him to estimate some
2,500,000 defensive uses of guns

per year. However, economists
Philip J. Cook and Jens Ludwig
question Kleck’s data. They do so
because his estimate is so far out
of line—by a factor of 25—with
the estimate of 100,000 incidents
of defensive gun use by the Na-
tional Crime Victimization Survey
(NCVS), the “most reliable source
of information on predatory crime
because it has been in the field
continuously since 1973 and in-
corporates the best thinking of
survey methodologists.”28

Further confusing the picture,
the 1994 National Institute of Jus-
tice survey on the private owner-
ship of arms revealed a very high
estimate for defensive gun use: 1.5
million uses. That’s a million less
than Kleck’s data reveal, but 15
times the NCVS data. Cook and
Ludwig still contend the NCVS
data are much more accurate. For
example, if the National Institute
of Justice survey estimates are cor-
rect, during a 12-month period in
1994, more crimes were foiled by
armed citizens than the number

In states that allow ordinary citizens to carry

concealed handguns, the violent crime rate is signifi-

cantly lower than in states where this is not the case.
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of violent crimes committed, ac-
cording to the NCVS, and the
“number of rapes in which a
woman defended herself with a
gun was more than the total num-
ber of rapes estimated from
NCVS. For other crimes...the re-
sults are almost as absurd.”23

The Lott and Mustard study
showing that carrying concealed
weapons can significantly deter
violent crime is also problematic.
They use complex statistical analy-
ses of data on more than 3,000
U.S. counties over an 18-year time
span. But several recent studies
have poked holes in their find-
ings.30 And, as economist William
Shughart observes, Lott and Mus-
tard have “triggered a healthy
econometric argument that is far
from settled.”31

In short, the relevant data don’t
fit neatly on either side, and it will
probably be a long time before the
question is convincingly answered.
In the meantime, complex argu-
ments regarding the relationship
between gun prevalence and vio-
lence have prompted some on the
pro-control side to adopt a new
view. Gun-control advocates know
that, in certain cases, eliminating
guns can and does reduce violence:
put metal detectors in airports,
and hijackings disappear;  put
metal detectors in high schools,
and shootings on school grounds
disappear. However, with some
200 to 250 million guns currently
in circulation in the United
States,32 we are not going to elimi-
nate our guns—not soon, not ever.
Neither, given our great levels of
heterogeneity and inequality, are
we going to eliminate crime. But
by keeping guns out of our streets
as much as possible—that is, by
strictly controlling them—we can
reduce the harm they cause.

This view is becoming increas-
ingly popular with those examin-
ing the medical and other costs of
gun violence. It is best expressed
in Cook and Ludwig’s conclusion
that “guns don’t kill people, but
they make it real easy.” Control-
ling guns may not reduce violent
crime, but it may reduce the harm
done in such crime. Cook and
Ludwig estimate that gun vio-
lence—including medical costs,
lowered job productivity, the cost
of the criminal justice system, the
expense of maintaining security in
schools, and others—costs the U.S.
public “on the order of $100 bil-
lion per year, and affect[s] all of
our lives in countless ways.”33 Rest
assured, though, that this esti-
mate, and the analyses underlying
it, will spawn critical reaction from
those who are opposed to gun
control.■

Gregg L. Carter is a professor in
the Department of Social Science at
Bryant College, in Smithfield, Rhode
Island.

1. James Lindgren and Franklin E. Zimring,
“Regulation of Guns,” in Sanford H. Kadish,
ed., Encyclopedia of Crime and Justice (New
York, NY: The Free Press, 1983), pp. 836–841.

2. Short biographies and summaries of the
writings of many of the participants in the
debate can be found in Marjolijn Bijlefeld,
People for and against Gun Control: A
Biographical Reference (Westport, CT: Green-
wood Press, 1999).

3. E.G., Krug, K.E. Powell, and L.L. Dahlberg,
“Firearm-Related Deaths in the United States
and 35 Other High- and Upper-Middle-Income
Countries,” International Journal of Epidemiol-
ogy 27(2) (April 1998), pp. 214-221. The data
were from the early and mid-1990s.

4. Lindgren and Zimring, “Regulation of
Guns,” p. 837.

5. Krug, Powell, and Dahlber, “Firearm-
Related Deaths in the United States.”

6. Sarah Brady, Letter to the HCI
Membership (Washington, DC: Handgun
Control, November 7, 2000).

7. Ten Myths about Gun Control (Fairfax,
VA: NRA Institute for Legislative Action,
1994), p. 9.

8. See Table 1 in Krug, Powell, and Dahlber,
“Firearm-Related Deaths in the United
States,” p. 216.

9. Martin Killias, “International Correla-
tions between Gun Ownership and Rates of
Homicide and Suicide,” Canadian Medical
Association Journal 148(10) (May, 1993), pp.
1721-25. Since Killias’s study, the U.S.
percentage has fallen; see note 30 below.

10. Gregg Lee Carter, The Gun Control
Movement (New York, NY: Twayne Publish-
ers, 1997), p. 11.

11. Gary Kleck, Targeting Guns: Firearms
and Their Control (New York, NY: Aldine de
Gruyter, 1997), p. 254.

12. Gary Kleck, Point Blank: Guns and
Violence in America (New York, NY: Aldine de
Gruyter, 1991), pp. 185-215.

13. Ibid., pp. 188-189.
14. See, for example, Lisa D. Bastian and

Bruce M. Taylor, “Young Black Male
Victims,” Bureau of Justice Statistics Crime
Data Brief, National Crime Victimization
Survey, NCJ-147004 (Washington, DC: Bureau
of Justice Statistics, U.S. Department of
Justice, December 1994); and Landis F.
Mackellar and Machikio Yanagishita, Homi-
cide in the United States: Who’s At Risk?
(Washington, DC: Population Reference Bu-
reau, 1995).

15. James D. Wright, Joseph F. Sheley, and
M. Dwayne Smith, “Kids, Guns, and Killing
Fields,” Society 30(1) (November 1992).

16. Robert J. Cottrol and Raymond T.
Diamond, “The Second Amendment: Toward
an Afro-Americanist Reconsideration,” George-
town Law Journal 80 (December 1991), p. 359.

17. Josh Sugarman, National Rifle Associa-
tion: Money, Firepower and Fear (Washington,
DC: National Press Books, 1992), p. 21.

18. Handgun Violence (Washington, DC:
Bureau of Justice Statistics, May 15, 1994).

NOTES



Winter 2000 ■ 75

19. Alfred Blumstein, “Youth, Violence,
Guns, and the Illicit-Drug Industry,” Journal of
Criminal Law and Criminology 86(1) (Fall
1995), pp. 10–36.

20. For example, see Kleck, Targeting Guns,
pp. 72-74 and 256-258.

21. Gene Stephens, “The Global Crime Wave,”
the Futurist 28(4) (July/August 1994), p. 23.

22. Kleck, Point Blank, pp. 393-394.
23. See Philip J. Cook and Jens Ludwig, Gun

Violence: The Real Cost (New York, NY:
Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 34–36.

24. See Carter, The Gun Control Movement,
table 1.2, p. 19. Victimization data are from
Jan J. van Kijk, Pat Mayhew, and Martin
Killias, Experiences of Crime across the
World: Key Findings from the 1980 Interna-
tional Crime Survey, 2nd ed. (Boston, MA:
Kluwer Law and Taxation Publishers, 1990),
pp. 36–37. The survey asked the same ques-
tions in each country to obviate the problem of
varying official national definitions of
“assault.”

25. “Guns, Public Health, and Public
Safety,” in Dennis A. Henigan, E. Bruce
Nicholson, and David Hemenway, Guns and

the Constitution: The Myth of Second
Amendment Protection for Firearms in
America (Northampton, MA: Aletheia Press,
1995), p. 57.

26. John R. Lott, Jr., More Guns, Less
Crime: Understanding Crime and Gun-Control
Laws (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 1998); John R. Lott, Jr. and David B.
Mustard, “Crime, Deterrence, and Right-to-
Carry Concealed Handguns” Journal of Legal
Studies 26(1) (January 1997), pp. 1-68; Gary
Kleck and Marc Gertz, “Armed Resistance to
Crime: The Prevalence and Nature of Self-
Defense with a Gun,” Journal of Criminal Law
and Criminology 86(1) (Fall 1995), pp. 150–187.

27. Lott, More Guns, Less Crime, p. 5.
28. Philip J. Cook and Jens Ludwig, Guns in

America: National Survey on Private Owner-
ship and Use of Firearms. Research in Brief
Report No. NCJ165476 (Washington, DC:
National Institute of Justice, Office of Justice
Programs, U.S. Department of Justice, May,
1979), p. 9.

29. Ibid.
30. See, for example, William Alan Bartley

and Mark A. Cohen, “The Effect of Concealed

Weapons Laws: An Extreme Bound Analysis,”
Economic Inquiry 36(2) (1998), pp. 258-265;
Dan A. Black and Daniel S. Nagin,. “Do Right-
to-Carry Laws Deter Violent Crime?” Journal
of Legal Studies 27(1) (January 1998), pp. 209-
219; and Hashem Dezhbakhas and Paul H.
Rubin, “Lives Saved or Lives Lost? The Effects
of Concealed-Handgun Laws on Crime,”
American Economic Review Papers and
Proceedings 88(2)(1998), pp. 468-474.

31. “Review of More Guns, Less Crime,”
Southern Economic Journal 65(3) (January
1999), p. 659.

32. National probability surveys of the U.S.
population produce varying estimates on the
total number of guns and the percentage of
households with at least one gun. Over the
past three decades, the General Social Survey
estimate has been dropping—from an all-time
high of 54 percent in 1977 to the current (1998)
low of 35 percent. Trend results on this and
other GSS variables are available from <http:
//www.icpsr.umich.edu/GSS99/index.html>.

33. Cook and Ludwig, Gun Violence, p. 117.



76 ■ FORUM for Applied Research and Public Policy

Victims
of Violence

Gun-control policy has rendered the entire society,
but especially poor minorities, victims of gun violence.

BY GEORGE RICEBY GEORGE RICEBY GEORGE RICEBY GEORGE RICEBY GEORGE RICE

F or more than two
centuries, lawmakers
in the United States
have attempted to for-
mulate meaningful

policies that protect individual
rights while fostering safe environ-
ments.  Meanwhile,  entire seg-
ments of our nation’s population
have become victims of violent acts
committed with guns. When a vic-
tim of gun violence is injured or
dies, many questions arise. Who
can legally own a gun? How many
can one individual own? Who
should not own a gun? What types
of guns should be legal for civil-
ians? Should gun owners be li-
censed and guns registered? These
questions all boil down to one cen-
tral issue: what is the cause of gun
violence?

Since the founding of this na-

tion, guns have been used as a tool
both to create and deny liberty.
The United States was, in fact,
born out of an armed rebellion
with liberty as its primary goal.
But who was liberated? And who
then became the victims?

The American Revolution was
largely an economically driven
conflict. The original 13 colonies
had a vested interest in creating
an independent state free of Brit-
ish control. But wealthy planta-
tion owners who controlled the
local economy could then impose
their will on those who were not
property owners. Owning guns
and influencing gun policy were
two ways the Founding Fathers
were able to impose their will.
The long-term legacy of guns as a
tool of policy is seen today in our
low-income, urban environments,

where gun violence is all too often
a part of everyday life.

Since the birth of America, vic-
tims of gun violence have taken
both center stage and a back seat
in the arena of gun policy debate,
but the use of guns as a means to
control people has often been very
deliberate. Whether through de-
liberate policy, or as a result of di-
rect violence, gun-control policy
has made our African-American
communities the biggest victim of
gun violence.

The term victim may refer to a
person who has experienced gun
violence as an intended target of a
gun-wielding assailant, someone
threatened by the brandishing of
a gun, or someone wounded or
kil led by a gun. However,  a
broader definition of victim in-
cludes society as a whole, which
lives with the threat of violence on
a daily basis. In fact, the many Af-
rican Americans who have been di-
rectly victimized are in a sense
dual victims. They carry the pain
of their individual experiences
along with their collective victim-
ization. Whether or not gun laws
should be more or less restrictive,
we still need to explore inconsis-
tencies in American policies and
analyze how those inconsistencies
cultivate social controls via gun
policy.

Tradition of Violence
In 2000, as we sit on a perch of
prosperity, the historical struggles
in which guns played a crucial part
in day-to-day existence are merely
a memory. Maybe this is why we
have a nostalgic connection to
guns. They’re seen as symbols of
freedom and, often falsely,  as
sources of courage. The phrases
rugged individualism and manifest
destiny conjure up images of gun-
toting Americans triumphantly
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surviving dire situations, whether
hunting for much-needed food or
defending their homes, while blaz-
ing trails across the continent.

A less romantic look at the colo-
nization of America, however, re-
veals gun-related atrocities such as
gunfights in towns, battles over
ranches, and even lawfully sanc-
tioned duels. Eventually, the so-
cial  and economic landscapes
changed, along with the nature of
gun violence. Duels were out-
lawed, ranch borders were settled,
and even Dodge City became
quiet.

Flash forward to present-day
America. Our great metropolitan
centers are monuments to the ef-
forts of every ethnic group that
crossed the seas to populate this
nation, whether willingly or by
force. Many of our cities are still
battlefields. In poor, urban neigh-
borhoods, violence is a part of ev-
eryday life. But gun violence, like
the spread of illegal drugs into af-
fluent suburbs and office environ-
ments, has spilled over into main-
stream America, as the recent surge
of schoolyard and workplace
shootings shows.

But guns are not the sole issue.
Guns have always been present in
our communities. The issue is who
feels threatened by them and who
controls them.

Consider, again, the American
Revolution. Common Americans
toting their own guns filled the
ranks of the colonial militias, rep-
resenting and defending their
colony. This was also the case in
the Continental army to a lesser
extent, which represented and de-
fended all the colonies as a whole.
The colonial army provided sol-
diers with additional guns to fight
the British. These soldiers joined
together during the American
Revolution, stood up to the

mighty British army, and subse-
quently helped found what is now
the most powerful nation on
Earth. So it stands to reason that,
when shaping gun policy for the
fledgling nation, the authors of
the Constitution wrote in the Sec-
ond Amendment, “A well regu-
lated Militia, being necessary to
the security of a free State, the
right of the people to keep and
bear Arms, shall  not be in-
fringed.”1

The Power of Policy
Today, we debate whether the Sec-
ond Amendment pertains only to
maintaining the current National
Guard, or if the term the people was
truly intended to mean that anyone
without a felony record has the right
to own and carry a gun. Historically,
however, these revolutionaries were
addressing a pressing concern. They
wanted guns to protect their inter-
ests, so they formulated policy to
ensure that guns would be available.

The debate over gun control
also tries to determine who, in the
minds of the framers of the amend-
ment, was to be protected by these
guns and who was to be con-
trolled. Pulitzer Prize winning his-
torian Garry Wills maintains that
when James Madison wrote the
Second Amendment, he was pla-
cating southern slave owners who
felt that they would have no way
to police the vast population of en-
slaved Africans throughout the
South if the availability of guns to
the ruling white class was not
guaranteed in writing.2

As the effort to free America
from British rule raged on in late
1776, it became increasingly prob-
lematic to maintain a sufficient
number of troops in the Continen-
tal army. Winter approached, and
for many soldiers and militiamen,
the sense of patriotism that drove

them to join the effort began to
chill with the weather. Earlier that
spring, George Washington had
inherited an army with many Af-
rican-American freemen in the
ranks. Upon taking command,
Washington promptly instructed
his recruiting officers to cease en-
listing blacks.

Giving military training and
guns to African Americans made
slave-holding Southerners uncom-
fortable. It gave rise to one of their
worst fears, widespread slave insur-
rection. To soothe the fears of his
constituency, South Carolina Con-
gressman Edward Rutledge moved
to discharge all blacks in the Con-
tinental army.3

A compromise was later reached
by which blacks who had previ-
ously served in the army were per-
mitted to reenlist, but no addi-
tional African-American patriots
were allowed to join the fight.4

Those in control of policy, how-
ever, chose to reduce the numbers
of enlisted men and weaken their
defenses rather than relinquish a
small portion of control over a seg-
ment of the population. They did
so at great personal risk, knowing
that failure to defeat the British
would likely result in their execu-
tion for treason.

Needless to say, the revolution
was successful. A new nation was
born, and those in control cel-
ebrated their freedom. However,
the tide of freedom did not raise
African Americans in the South
out of bondage. In fact, control of
African Americans persisted
through a gun policy that prohib-
ited free blacks and enslaved Afri-
cans, who were not considered citi-
zens of the new republic, from
owning or bearing arms.

Consider, for example, Mary-
land’s first gun-control law, passed
prior to the Revolution. It provided
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that no Negro or other slave within
this province shall be permitted to
carry any gun, or any other offen-
sive weapon, from off their master’s
land, without license from their said
master; and if any Negro or other
slave shall presume so to do, he shall
be liable to be carried before a jus-
tice of the peace, and be whipped,
and his gun or other offensive
weapon shall be forfeited to him
that shall seize the same and carry
such Negro so offending before a
justice of the peace.5

Leaping forward a hundred
years or so, we find similar poli-
cies instituted when Native
Americans were forced, at gun-
point, to report to reservations.
They surrendered with their
armies, and indeed their entire
nation, when confronted with the
overwhelming force of the U.S.
Army. Many were required to re-
linquish their guns. Unable to
hunt, the newly sedentary reser-
vation population quickly became
dependent on the often-corrupt
Bureau of Indian Affairs. Hunger,
illness, and death followed as poli-
cies to control guns and people
collided with the lack of basic ne-
cessities.

One could argue that disarm-
ing a defeated nation after a war is
not only common, but also pru-
dent. Moreover, the vanquished
Native Americans were allowed at
times to maintain a cache of rifles
for hunting. But the intent of the
policy was clear. One of the main
reasons for the Indian wars was
white colonialists’ desire for land
held by Native Americans. When
their lands were stolen, Native
Americans’ desire to preserve their
way of life led to armed conflict.
Native Americans were forced to
give up their way of life by laws
created without their knowledge

or approval and enforced at gun-
point. In a letter written to the
Secretary of State in 1821, Gover-
nor Andrew Jackson wrote:

I have been long impressed with
the absurdity of entering into trea-
ties with the Indian tribes residing
within our territorial limits, subject
to our jurisdiction and to such laws
as Congress may pass for their secu-
rity, happiness and safety.6

History does not reveal many
policies formulated to secure the
happiness and safety of these sub-
jugated people.

The Power of Gun
The American South had a long
history of segregation of the races,
both by tradition and by law.
When African Americans tried to
improve their lives by moving into
better housing, which happened
to be in white neighborhoods, they
crossed the color line and were of-
ten greeted with violence, intimida-
tion, and guns. Their homes were
burned, firebombed, and riddled
with bullets as whites resisting in-
tegration made their very public
statements about power and control.

Consider the case of African-
American physician Ossian Sweet.
On September 8, 1925, in De-
troit, Michigan, Sweet and his
family moved into their new home
in an all-white neighborhood. The
Sweets had purchased the middle-
class home several months prior to
the September moving date. In
other Detroit neighborhoods,
whites had instigated beatings and
firebombings to drive out new
black residents. The Sweets, there-
fore, waited until these attacks
subsided to move into their new
house.

The first day went relatively
well. At first, local residents and a
few protesters from other neigh-

borhoods offered only verbal intimi-
dation as the Sweets moved a few of
their belongings into their new
home. Among those belongings were
guns and ammunition brought
along in anticipation of violence.
They didn’t have to wait long. The
next night a mob estimated at
2,000 gathered outside their home
with the intent of terrorizing the
Sweets and forcing them to move
out of the neighborhood. Stones
crashed through the windows of
the Sweet home; guns were fired
into the air. As the energy of the
mob swelled, Dr. Sweet and some
relatives there to help protect the
family fired into the angry crowd,
causing one death and one injury.
Police officers present at the scene,
who apparently had little inclina-
tion to stop the mob from assault-
ing the Sweet’s  home, then
stormed the house and arrested
Dr. Sweet and others on charges
of first degree murder.7

After many months and two tri-
als, the Sweets were acquitted. But
this was a hard-fought and high-
profi le court battle.  Clarence
Darrow, arguably one of the most
prominent attorneys in the coun-
try at the time, joined the Sweet’s
defense team and offered a mov-
ing closing argument that helped
ensure acquittal of the defendants.

[Those guns] were taken there to
protect the home, the family, the
persons, and they were there two
days before they were ever used,
and they were only used when the
house was assaulted, when the
stones were raining down on the
roof, and the windows were bro-
ken, and these black men, with a
black man’s life behind them,
waited as long as these poor people
did, who were penned up like rats
in a hole, they waited before they
shot.8
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 But what does this story tell us
about guns and power? The white
residents wanted to control the
racial makeup of the neighborhood
unlawfully. Confident in their
numbers and armed with guns,
they made the first move. The
Sweets, prepared for violence,
upped the ante by firing their
guns into the encroaching mob,
exercising a lawful right to self-
defense and exercising control over
the space they had legally and
rightfully purchased. Then, also
under the banner of law, the po-
lice eventually diffused the situa-
tion by force.

Had the mob not used guns to
attempt to intimidate the Sweets,
would the family have fired shots
from the house? Or if the Sweets
had not brought guns into their
home for self-defense, would the
mob’s intimidating gunplay,
unmet by a violent response, have
resulted in a comparatively peace-
ful resolution, or would the Sweets
instead have been victims of gun
violence? Obviously, guns and es-
calation of gun violence were used
on both sides to gain control of
the situation.

It is hard to determine who are
the real victims of these tragic
events. The two individuals struck
by the bullets from the Sweets’
guns suffered injury and death.
But society is also a victim here.
The subsequent national coverage
and frequent citing of the case
turned an incident, in which a
family protected property and life,
into a national affirmation of the
use of violence to affect public
policy. This affirmation, already
embodied in the law, was upheld
in United States v. Gomez. This case
asserts,

The Second Amendment embod-
ies the right to defend oneself and

one’s home against physical at-
tack—particularly if a citizen shows
specifically that organs of govern-
ment charged with providing pro-
tection are unable or unwilling to
do so.9

Although this decision was
handed down over 70 years later,
it shows how the law may be used
to justify potential escalation of
violence. Would whites, bent on
denying blacks the privilege of
living in all-white neighborhoods,
and knowing homeowners may in-
deed protect themselves legally
with guns, resort to gun violence
earlier and preempt black self-de-
fense? Or would more blacks buy
guns and try to emulate the
Sweets’ actions? The Sweets’ story
is just one in the long, hard-fought
battle against housing discrimina-
tion. Many more would follow.

Armed and Determined
As the civil rights movement pro-
gressed throughout the country, it
was met with resistance from many
fronts. Individuals in communities
as well as high-ranking officials in
government used guns to control
outcomes. The case could be made
that the federal government used
a bigger gun than Governor
George Wallace did by federaliz-
ing the Alabama National Guard
to enforce desegregation.

In the turmoil that ensued in
the 1960s, one group stands out
as a symbol of armed black self-
determination. The Black Panther
Party for Self-Defense, founded in
October 1966, in Oakland, Cali-
fornia, by Huey P. Newton and
Bobby Seale, asserted that “any
black freedom organization which
ignores self-defense does so at its
own risk.”10

Images of Black Panther Party
members clad in black leather and

armed with shotguns flooded the
print and television media. The
Black Panther Party, in reaction to
discrimination and police brutal-
ity, researched California law and
determined that they could legally
arm themselves. They openly car-
ried guns on the street, at media
events, and during protest activi-
ties in a display of black power
and self-determination. In effect,
they were using guns legally to af-
fect public policy

Taking direct action to a higher
level, members of the Black Pan-
ther Party, armed with shotguns
and rifles, attended a state legisla-
tive session in Sacramento, Cali-
fornia, where they demanded re-
visions in state law to ensure equal-
ity. Many people in California
were disturbed by this image, in-
cluding then-Governor Ronald
Reagan. California promptly
passed gun-control measures that
criminalized such armed displays
of self-determination. The law pro-
hibited openly carrying loaded
firearms; a permit to carry would
be needed.

How do events like this affect
the debate over gun control? And
where do advocates of gun control
and advocates of less-restrictive gun
laws fit into the equation? Con-
servatives tend to back a policy of
less-restrictive gun laws, while lib-
erals  tend to argue for more-
restrictive gun-control measures.
The more-liberal political factions
often introduce legislation de-
signed to limit gun sales to one
per person per month, to register
guns and license gun owners, to
require safety locks with the sale
of a gun, and to require back-
ground checks for gun transactions
conducted by private citizens at
gun shows. These bills often pro-
voke opposition from conserva-
tives, who counter with proposals
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to increase penalties for individu-
als  who use guns to commit
crimes. Different groups with dif-
ferent polit ical  agendas clash,
while the seemingly endless dis-
pute over who has the best ap-
proach for addressing gun violence
drags on. What is certain is that
only one segment of society prof-
its from the perpetuation of gun
violence—the gun manufacturers.

Some conservatives argue that
the gun-control movement has the
intent of disarming low-income
people, mainly minorities, by pro-
posing laws that would make the
manufacture of many kinds of
cheap handguns illegal. The guns
that this type of legislation targets
are very small, cheaply made hand-
guns often used in crimes. Import-
ing similar guns of foreign makes
is already illegal in the United
States, which resulted in the on-
set of a domestic cottage industry
where these types of guns are now
manufactured legally.

Some would like to hold gun
manufacturers accountable for
crimes committed by people us-
ing cheap guns with no safety fea-
tures. Others criticize this ap-
proach, dubbed “no guns for the
poor,”11 saying that if laws to cre-
ate safety standards for guns are
enacted, only the more expensive
guns would be available, thus pric-
ing poor minorities out of the gun
market. What types of guns are the
poor supposed to buy? This ques-
tion presupposes a need. Do low-
income minorities need guns in
their community? While it may be
difficult to judge another person’s
need to feel secure, when the po-
litical right uses the plight of a
minority group to make a point,
there is cause for suspicion.

An incident that occurred in
Houston in June 2000 at the Texas
State Republican convention re-

veals just how inconsistent those
who would determine gun policy
can be. On day two of the con-
vention, 12 members of the New
Black Panther Party, the National
Black United Front, and the New
Black Muslim Movement arrived
to show their opposition to the
scheduled execution of Gary Gra-
ham. A convicted murderer, Gra-
ham had exhausted the appeal pro-
cess in Texas. The demonstrators
brandished shotguns, AK-47s, and
a variety of other rifles as they ar-
rived at the convention, all com-
pletely legal under Texas law.12

Graham was later put to death af-
ter events at the convention had
become just a memory.

After the convention ended, en-
raged conventioneers wrote a let-
ter to the chief of police demand-
ing to know why no action was
taken and why no background
checks were conducted on the
demonstrators. Yet the majority of
legislators who attended the con-
vention at that time were calling
on federal and state governments
to reject the establishment of any
process to license, record, register,
or monitor the ownership of fire-
arms. Indeed, the question put to
the police chief had already been
answered on the convention floor.
The demonstrators were doing
nothing illegal according to Texas
law.

Life, Liberty
As a society, where do we go from
here? What caused our ambiguous
combination of gun reverence and
gun violence? Economic factors
have certainly contributed to this
situation, but so have social fac-
tors such as a perceived right to
bear arms. We have seen the re-
cent rise of school-related gun vio-
lence, where children experiencing
emotional isolation have lashed

out at their classmates from behind
the barrel of a gun. We have seen
urban youth take to arms to expe-
rience a feeling of power over oth-
ers that they may not otherwise
attain. The common factor is that
the use of guns has been viewed as
an acceptable means to influence
and control others.

I have seen the face of gun vio-
lence in two very distinct and di-
rect ways. One day, during my 10
years as a federal agent, I found
myself looking down the barrel of
a shotgun during an undercover
cocaine deal. The drug dealer did
not pull the trigger. I survived the
ordeal, physically unscathed. He’s
now in prison, serving over 20
years. The other experience, an of-
ten-unmentioned face of gun vio-
lence, occurred as I held my dy-
ing wife in my arms just after she
turned her gun on herself as her
way of leaving this world on her
own terms. These scars don’t heal.
You just live with them.

What’s the lesson then? A drug
dealer chooses to use a gun to con-
trol his or her drug trade because
it is the norm of the “profession.”
A person chooses to take his or her
life with a gun because it has been
proven to be an efficient way to
commit suicide. These decisions
are not made in a vacuum though.
They are not solely individual
choices. They are based on soci-
etal norms and a national history
in which we have been socialized
to accept guns as part of our ev-
eryday world. In both these cases,
the individual victims have suf-
fered the consequences of death, jail,
and in my case, the loss of a loved
one. But collective victimization of
society continues unabated.

The right of an individual to
possess a gun has been touted in
many ways over the past 200 years
in the United States, resulting in
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death and injury on the scale of
war, over 10,000 per year since
1995. Maybe it’s time for a col-
lective approach, where we tout
the right of society to be free of
gun violence. Life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness do not need
to be aff irmed by a gun, nor
should they be snuffed out by a
bullet.■

George Rice is director of Safety
and Neighborhood Leadership at
the Enterprise Foundation, in Co-
lumbia, Maryland.
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Going Armed
in the

School Zone
An unfounded faith in the power of laws to change criminal

behavior disguises the root causes of juvenile violence.

BY TIMOTHY BREZINA AND JAMES D. WRIGHTBY TIMOTHY BREZINA AND JAMES D. WRIGHTBY TIMOTHY BREZINA AND JAMES D. WRIGHTBY TIMOTHY BREZINA AND JAMES D. WRIGHTBY TIMOTHY BREZINA AND JAMES D. WRIGHT

O n the morning of
April 20, 1999, two
students drove onto
the Columbine High
School campus in

Littleton, Colorado, equipped with
explosive devices, knives and guns,
including two sawed-off shotguns,
a rifle, and a semiautomatic hand-
gun. In just 16 minutes, the gun-
men fired more than 100 rounds,
killing 13 and wounding 21 more
before shooting themselves. The
Littleton tragedy, the deadliest
incident of school violence in U.S.
history, aroused panic in the hearts
of parents across the United States,
and placed new pressure on legis-
lators to pass stricter gun-control
laws.

A noteworthy reaction by law-
makers was that of California As-

semblyman Dick Floyd, a Demo-
crat who had until then remained
silent on the issue of gun legisla-
tion. Prior to a vote placing new
restrictions on handgun sales, he
stated, “I am no longer going to
be a nonparticipant. I am willing
not only to vote for everything, I’ll
co-author every gun bil l  that
comes along.”1

The issue, moreover, cut across
party lines. In Colorado, Congress-
man Tom Tancredo, a Republican
with libertarian leanings—recently
elected with the aid of a sizable
donation from the National Rifle
Association—felt the pressure from
his constituents. A resident of
Littleton who lived just six blocks
from Columbine High School,
Tancredo told reporters that he
could not simply go home and tell

neighbors and friends that he had
failed to act on the gun issue.2

In fact, Tancredo was the only
one of the six representatives from
Colorado to vote for the House
gun-control bil l .  Had the bil l
passed, it would have placed ad-
ditional restrictions on semiauto-
matic rifles and high-capacity am-
munition clips. Back in his home
state, the congressman explained
that the Columbine incident was
a seminal event demanding uncon-
ventional action. “It will always be
in our hearts as something that
changed our lives,” he said. “It
made us do things we would not
have done before.”3

Yet in a subsequent interview
with reporters, Tancredo suggested
that the steps Columbine made
him take were not necessarily in-
spired by wisdom or forethought.
Instead, he referred to gun con-
trol as a superficial response to
deeply rooted social problems and
admitted that the legislation he
voted for in the House would have
done nothing to stop the Colum-
bine killings.4

The heart of much recent de-
bate over gun control is whether
stricter laws would substantially
alleviate the problem of school and
youth violence. To answer that
question, we must understand the
ways that violent youths obtain
access to guns, the scope of exist-
ing gun-control laws, and the
likely impact of additional gun-
control measures on the problem
before us.

Perspective on Violence
Heightened media attention, es-
pecially to homicides with mul-
tiple victims, has led the public
to believe that school violence is a
growing problem. In fact, the to-
tal number of school-related vio-
lent incidents, including suicides
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and homicides, has steadily de-
clined since the 1992-1993 school
year, as have overall incidents of
youth violence. The chance of dy-
ing a violent death at school is still
less than one in a million.5

Although the levels of serious
school violence—including homi-
cide, robbery, rape, sexual assault,
and aggravated assault—remain
unacceptably high, most serious
violence occurs outside schools, on
neighborhood streets or in the
home.6 Students are three times
more likely to be victims of a vio-
lent crime away from school than
on school property, at a school-
sponsored event, or on the way to
or from school.7

To be sure, the number of mul-
tiple-victim homicides has in-
creased in recent years, but fortu-
nately the incidence of such acts
remains extremely rare. Since Au-
gust 1995, an average of just five
such acts has occurred each year.8

Considering the number of chil-
dren that attend school in the
United States—50 mill ion or
more—and the number of hours
they spend in school each year,
multiple-victim homicides at
school are “the statistical equiva-
lent of a needle in a haystack.”9

Because school-related violent
deaths are rare and isolated, we
must be very cautious about draw-
ing conclusions or generalizations
from them. Nevertheless, recent
incidents raise many questions
about kids and guns, specifically
about the likely impact of popu-
lar gun-control proposals. The first
question is how violent youths gain
access to firearms.

Easy Access
How do kids get their hands on
guns? This question is often posed
as if  there were some mystery
about it. In fact, guns are easy to

obtain. An estimated 200 million
firearms are currently in circula-
tion in the United States, and
some 40 percent of all households
own at least one gun.

In 1991, criminologists Joseph
Sheley and James Wright inter-
viewed more than 800 incarcer-
ated juvenile offenders to gauge
how hard it would be for them to
get a gun when they were released
from jail. Even though these juve-
niles couldn’t legally purchase a gun
because of their age and criminal
record, 70 percent said they would
have “no trouble at all” obtaining
one. For inner-city high school stu-
dents answering a similar question,
41 percent believed they could get
a gun with no trouble at all; an
additional 24 percent said getting
a gun would be “only a little
trouble.”10 Adolescents in the gen-
eral population, when asked about
the availability of guns, provide
somewhat smaller estimates, but the
data confirm rather than challenge
the fact that guns are not difficult
for youths to obtain.11

In the same study, juvenile in-
mates and high school students
were asked how they would obtain
guns. These respondents reported
that family, friends, and street
sources are the main sources of
guns for juveniles.12 Evidently,
perpetrators of school gun violence
obtain guns in the same manner.
In the school shooting sprees of
the past decade, most of the
perpetrators obtained guns from
their own households or from the
usual sources—parents and grand-
parents, occasionally from friends,
and sometimes from street sources
or theft. The shooters in Little-
ton obtained all of their guns ille-
gally through straw purchases—
that is, using older friends and
acquaintances to buy the guns for
them.

The Scope of the Law
For many people, it is shocking
that guns are so easily accessible
to youths. This state of affairs,
however, is not the result of a large
gap in the law. Moreover, the pas-
sage of additional legal restrictions
will do little to rectify the situa-
tion, since most of the avenues
through which youths obtain guns
are already against the law.

Federal law already prohibits
juveniles from purchasing guns
through normal retail outlets. The
legal age for purchasing firearms
at such outlets is 18 for rifles and
shotguns and 21 for handguns.
Federal and state laws also pro-
hibit persons of any age from car-
rying guns without a permit and
bringing a gun onto school prop-
erty.  And most municipalit ies
have local ordinances that ban the
discharge of a firearm within city
limits.

Although age restrictions are
readily circumvented through the
use of intermediaries and straw
purchases,  this too is  i l legal .
Friends, acquaintances, and drug
dealers who provide juveniles with
firearms are at the least contribut-
ing to the delinquency of a minor
and probably violating a dozen
other laws as well. For example,
Mark E. Manes—the 22 year-old
man who provided the Columbine
killers with a semiautomatic hand-
gun—was charged with several
felony counts: one for supplying a
handgun to a minor and one for
possession of a sawed-off shotgun.
He was sentenced to six years in
prison.

Nevertheless, the 1991 survey
found that 32 percent of juvenile
inmates and 18 percent of inner-
city high school students had
asked someone else to purchase a
gun for them in a gun shop, pawn-
shop, or other retail outlet.13 And,
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as the Columbine shooters ex-
plained in a home-video tape, had
it not been for Mark E. Manes they
“would have found someone
else.”14

So long as guns are available to
anyone, they will also be available
to any juvenile with the means and
motive to exploit his network of
family, friends, and acquaintances
for the purpose of obtaining a fire-
arm. However much we wish it to
be otherwise, there is no plausible
way to limit juvenile access to guns
except to limit general access to
guns, just as there is no plausible
way to approach the problem of
child poverty except by address-
ing the poverty of parents. There
is, in turn, no practical way to
limit general access to guns with-
out doing something about the
200 million firearms already in cir-
culation. It is by no means obvi-
ous how that could or should be
accomplished. We are forced to
ask, then, whether more or differ-
ent laws will provide a solution.

Popular Proposals
After the Columbine incident,
state and federal lawmakers pro-
posed a variety of gun-control mea-
sures. Much of the attention fo-
cused on bills that would place
further restrictions at the point of
sale—measures such as extending
background checks to all buyers at
gun shows and extending the wait-
ing period for background checks.
Other bills would ban the manu-
facture or importation of certain
additional types of firearms and
high-capacity ammunition clips,
require trigger locks or other safety
devices on all guns sold, and cre-
ate liability for gun owners who
do not store their firearms in a safe
and secure manner.

Given the ease of acquiring guns
through intermediaries and straw

purchases, the potential impact of
further point-of-sale restrictions is
not at all clear. Additional bans on
specific types of guns and ammu-
nition, moreover, would do noth-
ing to curb access to guns already
in circulation. For example, the
manufacture of the combat-style
TEC-9 semiautomatic handgun—
one of the weapons used by the
Columbine shooters—was out-
lawed in 1994, but that gun re-
mains widely available.15

Laws that encourage the safe and
secure storage of firearms appear
promising at first glance. Many
gun owners keep and store firearms
in irresponsible ways, a point that
gun enthusiasts acknowledge and
lament.

But safe-gun technologies—
trigger locks and smart guns—are
no panacea. The principal aim of
safe-gun technologies is to reduce
the incidence of accidental dis-
charge of firearms. Yet most of the
gun violence that befalls young
people is intentional, not acciden-
tal. Fatal gun accidents have always
been the least important compo-
nent in the annual death toll.
Thus, even if successful, safe-gun
technologies will have little effect
on the death toll from firearms.

There is a second and more fun-
damental reason safe-gun tech-
nologies are unlikely to have a sub-
stantial impact: “safe gun” is an
oxymoron. The entire point of a
firearm is that it be able to inflict
grave harm and to do so reliably,
efficiently, and decisively. The
only real gun safety consists of
well-trained, responsible users.

Ultimately, by passing more
laws, and failing to understand the
limits of the law, we may fool our-
selves into believing that some-
thing important has been done
about the problems of violence and
youth. For example, legislators

who promoted similar restrictions
in the past, and who saw them
become federal law under the Gun
Control Act of 1968, believed they
would “substantially alleviate” the
problem of gun use by juvenile
delinquents.16

The Limits of the Law
Since existing gun laws already
have considerable scope, we must
ask whether greater enforcement of
existing laws would bring us closer
to solving the problem of youth
violence.

There is some evidence that ag-
gressive law enforcement can re-
duce gun-related crime, at least in
certain areas and for certain peri-
ods of time. Beginning in July
1992, Kansas City led a 29-week
experimental crackdown on gun
violence. Police intensively pa-
trolled high-crime areas and seized
il legally carried guns through
plain-view sightings, frisks, and
traffic stops. An evaluation of the
crackdown indicated a drop in gun
crime within the target area, while
such crimes did not decrease in a
similar non-target area.17 A repli-
cation of the experiment in India-
napolis, however, produced only
mixed results.18

Although the potential of such
efforts is not yet clear, it would be
surprising if they did not produce
some positive effects.19 Aggressive
law enforcement will surely be a
component of successful gun-vio-
lence reduction efforts, and when
integrated into a comprehensive
violence-prevention strategy, posi-
t ive results  may be especial ly
likely.20 It remains to be seen, how-
ever, whether innovative crack-
downs can avoid the decay effect—
a gradual reduction in effectiveness
over time due to adaptive crimi-
nal behavior—that so often
plagues law enforcement efforts.
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Cops-and-Courts Fallacy
Gun-control opponents and advo-
cates alike share great faith that the
criminal justice system can prevent
and deter crime through legal re-
strictions or crackdowns and pun-
ishment. The criminal justice sys-
tem has an obvious and critical role
to play. But as criminologist
Marcus Felson warns, “It is easy
to exaggerate the importance of the
police, courts, and prisons as key
actors in crime production or pre-
vention.”21

First, most crimes do not come
to the attention of officials, in part
because victims fail to report them.
Even when victims report a crime
to the police, the prospect of ap-
prehending a suspect is not very
good. For example, less than half
of all reported violent crimes end
with an arrest, and the figure is
much lower for property crimes.
As the criminal justice funnel nar-
rows, fewer cases are deemed suit-
able for prosecution, and fewer still
lead to conviction and punish-
ment. Thus official punishment,
while it can be extreme, tends to
be rare and uncertain. This, of
course, is not the fault of criminal
justice personnel. They are merely
subject to the practical limits of
law and law enforcement “in soci-
ety as we know it.”22

Moreover, most research indi-
cates that legal sanctions are not
particularly effective or meaning-
ful deterrents, most likely because
punishment is uncertain at best,
and when it does happen, it is de-
layed. People are deterred from
criminal involvement mainly be-
cause of informal and nonlegal
sanctions such as the anticipation
of a negative reaction from signi-
ficant others, the expectation of
guilt or shame for violating per-
sonal moral standards, and other
stakes in conformity.23

It is, therefore, not surprising
that gun-control laws typically
have little or no effect on rates of
violent crime. At best, the effects
are modest and short-term.24 Ac-
cording to the results of a recent
evaluation published in the Jour-
nal of the American Medical Asso-
ciation, the 1994 Brady Law—
which requires a background check
and waiting period for the pur-
chase of handguns from licensed
dealers—is no exception.25

In short, uncritical faith in the
criminal justice system is part of
the problem. The cops-and-courts
fallacy leads us to place unrealis-
tic demands on the criminal jus-
tice system in hopes that some
fine-tuning of the system here or
there will produce dramatic effects
on behavior. The cops-and-courts
fallacy also contributes to severe
dependence on the law and dis-
courages the consideration of non-
legal and possibly more-effective
responses to crime.26

Dangerous Environment
No one engaged in the gun-con-
trol debate disputes the fact that
youth violence is a serious national
problem or that guns contribute
to the annual death toll. These
facts alone, however, do not sup-
port the conclusion that guns are
a root cause of the violence.

The language of “risk” pro-
moted by the public health move-
ment encourages us to see guns as
being inherently destructive, put-
ting gun owners at risk of destroy-
ing themselves or others regardless
of their intentions or disposition
to violence. This view of the prob-
lem, however, relies on a logical
sleight of hand that strips violent
acts of human agency and inten-
tionality. Gun violence, unlike
physical illness or disease, is a will-
ful act.

From the concrete view of risk
offered by public health officials,
it is surprising that more youths
do not engage in gun violence and
that the problem is not more de-
mographically widespread. It bears
repeating that some 40 percent of
all households have at least one
firearm. Moreover, a national sur-
vey reveals that just under 30 per-
cent of adolescents claimed per-
sonal ownership of a gun, and 39
percent reported using firearms for
recreational purposes such as
hunting and target shooting.27 Yet
few of these adolescents had en-
gaged in acts of violent crime.

In fact, no relationship was ob-
served between recreational fire-
arm use and criminal involvement.
If  we acknowledge that most
crimes involving guns are commit-
ted intentionally by a handful of
violent individuals, the problem be-
comes not so much getting guns out
of the hands of juveniles, but reduc-
ing the motivations for juveniles to
arm themselves and use guns against
each other in the first place.

When asked to explain why they
carry guns for reasons other than rec-
reation, youths overwhelmingly re-
ply they do so for protection and
self-preservation.28 In other words,
there is a direct relationship between
gun carrying and perceived envi-
ronmental dangers such as fear of
neighborhood violence, past threats
of violence, and known victimiza-
tion of friends and family mem-
bers.29

In the inner city, where the rates
of gun carrying by juveniles are
particularly high, the attraction to
guns is not difficult to understand.
Just under half of the inner-city
students in the 1991 study knew
someone at whom shots had been
fired, many had been the targets
of gunshots themselves, and just
under 15 percent described them-
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selves as scared in school most of
the time.30

In this environment, gun car-
rying is readily interpreted as a
response to the daily threat of vic-
timization and intimidation. This
threat not only presents itself at
school, but pervades social life and
serves as a constant reminder of the
powerlessness of inner-city resi-
dents. Wracked by poverty and
severe social disorganization, these
communities provide relatively few
incentives for long-term invest-
ment in the future, nor do they
offer the certainty of the police
protection that people in more af-
fluent neighborhoods expect. From
afar, the attraction to guns may
seem pathological, since the pro-
liferation of firearms only serves to
increase the threat of violence
within such communities. But
from the standpoint of individu-
als caught in the middle, a gun
must seem a bargain at nearly any
price, transforming otherwise pow-
erless people into forces to be reck-
oned with.

Instead of focusing on neigh-
borhoods that statistically are the
most dangerous—the inner-city
killing fields where violence and
despair are rampant—media cov-
erage has focused on multiple-vic-
tim homicides occurring in unsus-
pecting communities, involving
white, suburban, or rural school
children from apparently good
homes. This type of coverage has
contributed to the impression that
youth violence of today is not only
increasing, but that it is more or
less random in nature and divorced
from the immediate conditions of
life. This is a seriously distorted
view of the problem, since definite
patterns exist. For example, while
suburban schools are obviously not
immune from violence, rates of
serious violence are as much as 15

times higher in some poor, urban
schools.31

In the highly publicized sub-
urban school incidents of recent
years, bullying, harassment, rejec-
tion, and long-standing grievances
among classmates have been com-
monplace. While these problems
were present in the details of the
Columbine incident, this particu-
lar shooting spree was atypical in
almost all other respects. While
school violence is an extensive
problem, only a tiny fraction in-
volves guns, and this is especially
true of schools in suburban com-
munities.

A Better Response
The gun-control response to
school violence illustrates some of
the problems that arise when so-
cial policy is driven by extreme
and unusual cases. Additional gun-
control laws will not necessarily
prevent determined youths from
obtaining firearms. More impor-
tant, such laws will do nothing to
address violence that is not gun-
related. Yet this type of violence—
the bullying, harassment, f ist
fights, and knife wielding that can
occur at any school—is much
more typical and undoubtedly
contributes to much of the gun-
related violence that does occur.32

A better response to school and
youth violence is to address the
problems that confront youths in
their immediate environment, in-
cluding obstacles to conventional
success and the social strains and
personal antagonisms that can pro-
voke or escalate aggression. A num-
ber of prevention and early-inter-
vention programs have demon-
strated positive long-term effects
on behavior in rigorous evaluations
and might serve as models for other
communities.33 Such programs
include “antibullying” campaigns,

the implementation of anger-man-
agement, impulse-control, and
problem-solving curricula at
schools, and the provision of early-
childhood education and family
support services for urban, low-
income families.

It remains to be seen whether
such programs can be replicated
successfully on a wide scale, espe-
cially since many people believe
that the problems of crime and
violence can be solved by creating
new laws and applying tougher
penalties. When asked to identify
the main source of blame for the
crime problem, the majority of
respondents in a 1994 national
survey blamed the criminal justice
system and, presumably, its le-
nient treatment of offenders.34 This
exaggerated dependence on the
law helps explain why, to date, so
little effort has been spent getting
to the root of the problem.35

It also remains to be seen
whether prevention and early in-
tervention programs will receive
adequate funding in the future.
The number of dollars currently
allocated to prison construction
and get-tough measures far exceeds
the number allocated to the type
of programs described above. Re-
gardless, it is difficult to see how
more gun-control laws will allevi-
ate the problem of youth violence,
because such laws fail to address
the immediate conditions of life
that lead youths to carry guns and
to break the law in the first place.■

Timothy Brezina is an assistant
professor of sociology at Tulane Uni-
versity, New Orleans, Louisiana;
and James D. Wright is the Charles
and Leo Favrot Professor of Human
Relations in the Department of So-
ciology at Tulane University.
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Of Arms
and the Woman
One woman is teaching others to shoot straight, take control,

 and defend themselves from violent crimes.

     BY PAXTON QUIGLEYBY PAXTON QUIGLEYBY PAXTON QUIGLEYBY PAXTON QUIGLEYBY PAXTON QUIGLEY

I used to be antigun. I
feared guns, I  never
touched guns, and I come
from an antigun family.
As a matter of fact, my

mother used to give money to a
national antigun organization. But
12 years ago, something happened
that made me reevaluate my atti-
tude. Early one morning—it was
about 2 a.m.—I received a call
from a friend who lived nearby.

“Paxton,” she said, in a strained
voice that I’ll never forget, “a guy
broke into my house. The police
are here now. I need to talk to you.
Would you mind coming over
now?”

When I got there, it was clear
that more than a break-in had oc-
curred. My friend’s cheek was cut
and badly bruised, and one eye was
practical ly swollen shut.  Her
blouse was also torn. “Did he rape
her?” I quietly asked one of the po-

lice officers. “Yes,” the officer said.
Only later, when we were in the

hospital emergency room waiting
for a doctor to examine my friend,
did she tell me the full story. The
attacker had broken in through the
bathroom window on the second
floor. She awoke to the sound of
glass shattering, and after a
moment’s hesitation decided to
run downstairs to escape through
the front door. But the man was
quick. He grabbed her at the top
of the stairs and hit her in the face,
knocking her to the floor. He kept
hitting her and then forced him-
self on top of her.

Like me, her self-protection
strategy had always been to avoid
trouble by being prudent. For
much of my adult life, I made
little effort to learn how to pro-
tect myself  against a possible
criminal attack. I took Kenpo Ka-
rate classes, but mainly for sport,

listened to a couple of lectures on
self defense, and heeded the ad-
vice my parents had given me as a
child: don’t talk to strangers and
don’t go certain places alone, es-
pecially after dark. It was a simple
philosophy and seemingly an ef-
fective one, because I’d never been
the victim of a serious crime.

Though my friend had fears of
being raped, she never really be-
lieved she could become a victim.
“Part of me always thought that if
I didn’t have violent thoughts or
hurt anybody physically or emo-
tionally, no one would hurt me,”
she explained to me a few days af-
ter the attack. “I just thought that
my good karma would protect
me.”

Until that day I also rational-
ized that my good karma would
keep me from becoming a victim.
But after my friend was raped, I
realized that was ridiculous and
vowed to take action. Over the next
couple of weeks, I installed better
door locks in my home, a house
alarm system, and an exterior mo-
tion detector lighting system. I
also worked up my courage to take
a private handgun lesson at the
Beverly Hills Gun Club in Los
Angeles.

None of my friends owned
guns, and when I told them I was
thinking of buying one, they were
shocked. “Don’t you think you’re
going a l ittle overboard?” one
friend asked. No, I didn’t. “Today’s
criminal,” I said, “has no respect
for human life. It used to be that
criminals just took your money,
then left. But now they’ll shoot
or stab you for no reason at all.
They’re cowards.”

Fear of Firing
Spurred by my change of attitude,
I began to research the subject of
women and guns and found that
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there were more than 12 million
American women who owned
guns—by now, there are more
than 15 million—but virtually
nothing had been written on the
subject. So I decided to do the
writing myself. Eighteen months
later, Armed & Female1 was pub-
lished. Not long after,  Ted
Stermer, the president of the Or-
ange County Shooting and Train-
ing Center—an outdoor shooting
range in Santa Ana, California—
asked me if I would instruct women
in personal protection and the use
of handguns. I accepted his offer,
seeing it as a natural extension of
my book, and began to teach a
seven-hour seminar on “Self-Em-
powerment for Women.”

Since then, I have taught thou-
sands of women, and some men,
personal protection strategies and
how to shoot a handgun. Approxi-
mately 80 percent of the students
who take my seminar have never
touched a gun. They attend be-
cause they are concerned about
crime and their personal safety and
want to know how to take care of
themselves and their families. But
nearly all of them are scared to
learn how to shoot a handgun, and
some are nervous about owning a
handgun.

Take Janet, for example, a spir-
ited, hardworking family practi-
tioner who was quite candid about
guns. “I don’t like guns. I’m fright-
ened of guns, and I’ve seen a lot of
gunshot wounds. But after going
through the Los Angeles riots and
seeing that the police can’t protect
us, I’ve decided to learn how to
shoot a gun just to see if I’m com-
fortable with it. But, basically, I
have to say that I’m antigun,” said
Janet.

Although Janet is a tall woman
with big hands who could easily
hold a Smith & Wesson .357 Mag-

num revolver, she insisted that she
learn on a small gun. She was so
uneasy that just the thought of
handling a large framed gun was
too scary for her. Even holding an
unloaded, snubbed-nosed .38 spe-
cial in the classroom made her anx-
ious. She jokingly said that she was
sure she couldn’t shoot the side of
a barn.

Janet was also concerned about
the gun’s recoil. She called it the
kick and was told by friends that
she could be knocked off her feet
by the kick. Naturally, I always
want to make a student feel as
comfortable as possible, so I as-
sured her that she could handle it.
I explained that I had put on spe-
cial rubber grips that absorb much
of the gun’s recoil. She seemed du-
bious, but I told her that if she
tried the same gun without the
grips, she’d certainly feel the dif-
ference.

Janet, like many of my students,
was a real challenge. Frankly, I was
concerned that she wouldn’t be
able to do live-fire shooting on the
range. She seemed confused and
had a hard time remembering how
to unload the gun. To help her, my
assistant took her aside and worked
with her for about 15 minutes
until she was finally at ease with
the mechanics of holding a gun.

Janet’s dread of guns in general
and her specific apprehension that
she couldn’t control a handgun is
typical of many first-time shoot-
ers. Control is a major issue for
many women who believe they
won’t be able to safely handle a
weapon. As a gun instructor, I have
to reassure the students that they
are all capable of handling and
shooting a gun.

In Charge
Learning to shoot a gun also has
an interesting side effect. After stu-

dents take my seminar, some of
them experience amazing changes
in their lives. It seems that once a
woman loses the overriding fear of
a gun and knows she can control
it, she begins to have more com-
mand over other areas of her life.
A number of women have told me
that the experience of learning how
to shoot and losing their fear was
an empowering experience.

One of my students, a young
mother of three children, ex-
plained to me, “Before I took the
seminar, I used to be afraid when
I was out with my kids. I felt that
if something happened, I wouldn’t
know how to handle the situation.
Since taking the seminar, I now
know what I would do, especially
with my kids. I felt a slow change
come over me. I started feeling
more self-assured. I carried myself
differently, even the way I walked
changed.”

A student from Bloomfield
Hills, Michigan, who is in her 50s,
wrote that “learning how to pro-
tect myself  with a handgun
changed me in the sense that I have
a quiet powerful feeling that I can
take care of myself, especially in
my home. That’s a feeling of em-
powerment. My husband is espe-
cially happy that he doesn’t have
to worry about me if he isn’t home.
He even tells his friends that I’m
empowered.”

Another student, a marketing
specialist from Phoenix, Arizona,
explained that she now has a set
of guidelines and rules to govern
herself. “Before the class, my life
wasn’t my own. People were always
telling me what to do and what
not to do. Now I know what I want
and what’s right for me, and I don’t
necessarily take their advice. For
me, that’s been a great step in my
life. I feel in control and that
means empowerment to me.”
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Other women are worried about
having a gun in the house if they
have children or grandchildren
around. Of course, any sane, seri-
ous person should be very con-
cerned.

There are many trigger locks on
the market. The old standby still
used by many law enforcement
officials is the trigger padlock. Just
place it in the trigger guard be-
hind the trigger and your gun is
secure from most children. It will
of course require a key before you
can use it.

Many people like to store their
handguns in a portable safe, which
they may keep under their bed for
easy access.

Unfortunately, some women
believe that owning a weapon will
draw violence to them. I’ve often
heard women say, “violence begets
violence.” Many of these women
forget that a gun can be their
greatest protector, as well as a de-
terrent against a criminal.

A former student’s experience
provides an excellent example of a
gun’s great deterrent effect. Nancy
was napping on her living room
sofa one hot July afternoon when
she was awakened by a man yell-
ing obscenities and pounding on
her front door, threatening to
break it down. She didn’t move or
say anything, praying that the man
would go away. But he didn’t leave.
“He banged so fiercely that I
thought the door was going to
cave in, and then suddenly he
stopped,” Nancy recalled, still
unnerved by the confrontation.
Nancy went to her dresser drawer,
where she kept her .38 special, and
quickly loaded it. When she heard
a noise at her bedroom window
and realized that the man was
pulling off the screen, she knew
what to do. She carried her gun in
the ready position—the way she

had learned in my class.  She
walked to the window and pulled
back the drape just as the man
started to crawl through. He
looked at her in a drunken stupor.
“Is it loaded,?” he asked. “Just try
me,” she answered. He slowly
backed away as she kept the gun
pointed at him, then he turned
and fled down the pathway. Nancy
watched him disappear and
quickly closed and locked the win-
dow. Still holding her gun, she
telephoned the police. Within
minutes, two police officers ar-
rived.

The Best Defense
Because many cases of self defense
go unreported, it is hard to know
exactly how often guns are used to
discourage criminals. In 1993,
Gary Kleck, a professor of crimi-
nology at Florida State University,
conducted a national telephone
survey and estimated that between
800,000 and 2.45 million times
a year guns are used in self defense.
Rarely is anyone shot in these in-
cidents. In fact, Kleck reports that
the gun owner fires in fewer than
one in four confrontations. In most
instances, the mere display of a
gun is sufficient to scare off the
criminal. Kleck also says that one
in six survey respondents who had
used a gun defensively was almost
certain a life would have been lost
without it—suggesting that in
some 400,000 cases, guns saved
lives.

In his book, Point Blank: Guns
and Violence in America,2 Kleck
states that people who defend
themselves with a gun are more
likely to successfully resist crimi-
nals and less likely to be hurt. As
proof, Kleck cites the National
Crime Survey, l979-l987, which
shows that criminals are success-
ful in only 14 percent of home

burglary attempts in which people
defend their property and lives
with guns, while criminals are suc-
cessful in 33 percent of all at-
tempts. Kleck also theorizes that
merely owning a gun has some
deterrent effect. The National
Crime Survey reported that crimi-
nals actually admit they were de-
terred from committing a crime
because they thought the in-
tended victim was armed.

A recent study done by John
Lott, a senior research scholar at
Yale University, found that letting
people carry concealed guns ap-
pears to sharply reduce murders,
rapes, and other violent crimes.3

The nationwide study found that
violent crime decreased after states
made it legal to carry concealed
handguns: murder was down 8.5
percent; rape down 5 percent, and
aggravated assault down 7 percent.
Lott says criminals seem to alter
their behavior to avoid the possi-
bility of coming into contact with
a victim with a gun.

Sharpshooter
Over the last seven years, I have
taught classes in rural, suburban,
and urban areas throughout the
United States, and I continually
hear stories about why women fear
guns. In many cases, their fear
borders on phobia. But the women
who take my seminar at least have
made some commitment and are
open to conquering their fears.

If you have wondered how my
student, Janet, the doctor who was
against guns, fared in shooting
that day. Well, she quickly moved
up to a Smith & Wesson .357
Magnum. And she was the best
shooter in the class. At the end of
the day when we returned to the
classroom for graduation, Janet
announced to everyone that she
had lost her fear of guns.
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The following morning, I re-
ceived this message from her on my
answering machine:

“Thanks for yesterday. I had a
great time. I’m a little bit amazed
and a little bit proud of myself.
And a little bit hooked on shoot-
ing. Thanks a million. It was a

great experience. I’m buying a gun
and I can’t wait to go target
shooting.”■

Paxton Quigley is a nationally
recognized personal protection expert
and president of Paxton Quigley
Enterprises Inc., Beverly Hills, Cali-
fornia.
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Self-Defense:
The Equalizer

Experiments in tightening gun-control laws have eroded
the right of self defense and failed to stop serious crime.

BY LINDA GORMAN AND DAVID B. KOPELBY LINDA GORMAN AND DAVID B. KOPELBY LINDA GORMAN AND DAVID B. KOPELBY LINDA GORMAN AND DAVID B. KOPELBY LINDA GORMAN AND DAVID B. KOPEL

R eliable,  durable,
and easy to operate,
modern firearms
are the most effec-
tive means of self-

defense ever devised. They require
minimal maintenance and, unlike
knives and other weapons, do not
depend on an individual’s physi-
cal strength for their effectiveness.
Only a gun can al low a 110-
pound woman to defend herself
easily against a 200-pound man.
Yet despite the superiority of fire-
arms as a means of self defense,
citizens in different countries, in-
deed in the 50 states of the United
States, face a wide variety of ob-
stacles—from restrictive licensing
to outright bans—to buying, own-
ing, or using guns.

Two competing philosophies
govern the private ownership of
firearms. In nations where govern-
ment has historically derived its

powers from the consent of the
governed, as in the United States
and Switzerland, guns have been
relatively lightly regulated and are
owned by sizeable segments of the
population. In nations where a
central authority grants privileges
to people, by history or custom,
private firearms are subject to strict
control or banned entirely.

Because it is impossible to abol-
ish crime, governments that make
guns illegal force law-abiding citi-
zens to chose between protecting
themselves and their loved ones or
obeying the law. Jeffrey R. Snyder,
author of “Fighting Back: Crime,
Self-Defense, and the Right to
Carry a Handgun,”1 argues that

a state that deprives its law-abiding
citizens of the means to effectively
defend themselves is not civilized
but barbarous, becoming an ac-
complice of murderers, rapists, and
thugs and revealing its totalitarian

nature by its tacit admission that
the disorganized, random havoc
created by criminals is far less a threat
than are men and women who be-
lieve themselves free and indepen-
dent, and act accordingly.2

In countries with strict bans on
firearms, when people choose to
disregard the law and carry guns
for self-defense, governments try-
ing to enforce the law tend to turn
political disagreements into the-
ater by characterizing this viola-
tion of the law as a moral failing.
This threatens individual liberty.
As the authors of The Black Book
of Communism document, Com-
munist states invariably degener-
ated into blood-soaked terror be-
cause those who ran them had the
power to exclude those who did
not agree with them. Anyone who
did not agree with the reigning
ideology was

first labeled an enemy, and then
declared a criminal, which leads to
his exclusion from society. Exclu-
sion very quickly turns into
extermination....After a relatively
short period, society passes from
the logic of political struggle to the
process of exclusion, then to the
ideology of elimination, and finally
to the extermination of impure el-
ements. At the end of the line, there
are crimes against humanity.3

When it’s illegal to possess the
means to protect one’s family, the
needs of individuals are subordi-
nated to the political wishes of the
government.

Fudging Facts
Many governments are currently
experimenting with stricter con-
trols over the purchase, possession,
and use of firearms. While these
countries have little in common
politically or economically with
Communist states, they share a
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tendency of Communist countries
to demonize one segment of soci-
ety: gun owners. Their gun-con-
trol programs portray gun owners
as the enemy, criminalize their
behavior, and paint those who
would defend themselves as be-
yond the moral pale. Moreover,
these governments energetically
suppress facts showing that gun
possession does reduce crime and
that gun control fails to do so. In
the late 1990s, the Canadian De-
partment of Justice, for example,
squelched an independent report it
had commissioned on the efficacy
of Canadian gun law because the
data from its own report proved that
Canadian gun laws had not reduced
crime. And in 1996, after a gunman
armed with a semiautomatic hand-
gun shot and killed 16 children in
a schoolyard in Dunblane, Scot-
land, the British Home Office
misled the Dunblane Enquiry
commission with false claims about
comparative rates of international
gun violence.

Gun-control advocates invari-
ably promise that their measures
will reduce crime rates and reduce
the incidence of suicides. In the
United Kingdom, Japan, Canada,
and Australia, which either have
or are introducing strict gun bans,
the promised benefits have failed
to materialize and, in fact, crime
has increased. Frustrated govern-
ments have reacted by expanding
the firearms ban to other weapons,
including pocket knives. They have
also authorized major expansions
in the search and seizure powers
of the police. These so-called rea-
sonable gun-control measures pro-
gressively erode the traditional
limits on police powers.

Such compromises can ulti-
mately corrupt the government
itself. Just how far democratic gov-
ernments will progress down the

slippery slope of eliminating ba-
sic civil rights in their quixotic
quest to control gun ownership is
anybody’s guess, but there are few
grounds for optimism. In the
words of the late Nobel Laureate
George Stigler, “government never
knows when to quit.”

The Shogun State
Gun-control advocates frequently
cite low Japanese crime and ho-
micide rates as proof that gun con-
trol can work. In fact, they have
things exactly backwards. Japanese
society is the result of centuries of
emphasis on subordinating indi-
vidual interests to those of society,
and an intricate web of social con-
trols has been developed to ensure
cooperative behavior.

Those same social controls may
also contribute to Japan’s extraor-
dinarily high suicide rates—twice
the U.S. level.4 There are indeed
tradeoffs implicit in utopian gun-
control proposals. And in spite of
strict gun-control laws, murder
rates in Japan are as high or higher
than in Switzerland, where adult
males are required by law to keep
arms and ammunition for purposes
of national defense.5

Though American proponents
of gun control believe that elimi-
nating one method of suicide will
reduce the total number of sui-
cides, the high suicide rate in Ja-
pan does not support this claim.
In fact, Japan and Switzerland have
such high suicide rates that deaths
in those countries from violent
crime and suicide combined are
higher than those of Australia,
England and Wales, Canada, and
the United States.6

Guns were imported into Japan
by Portuguese trading ships in
1542 or 1543. By 1575, the dic-
tator Nobunaga had used a peas-
ant army armed with matchlock

guns—the first gun to use a me-
chanical device to light the gun-
powder—to conquer most of Ja-
pan. Hidéyoshi, who took control
of the army after Nobunaga’s death
and set about reunifying Japan’s
feudal states under a strong cen-
tral government, issued a decree
in 1588 banning the private pos-
session of “any swords, short
swords, bows, spears, firearms, or
other arms.” Hidéyoshi apparently
understood, like the American
Founders, that an armed citizenry
would serve as a check on over-
reaching government. According to
Hidéyoshi, “the possession of un-
necessary implements makes dif-
ficult the collection of taxes and
tends to foment uprisings.”7

By 1650, Japan’s bakuhan sys-
tem had developed to give the
shogun complete control. Villages
were required to form five-house-
hold groups, essentially neighbor-
hood associations to “foster joint
responsibility for tax payment, to
prevent offenses against the laws
of their overlords, to provide one
another with mutual assistance,
and to keep a general watch on one
another.”8 Families demanded ab-
solute obedience to the household
head. Japan’s first constitution,
completed in 1889, reflects the
general reverence for the central-
ized state. It took the form of a
gracious grant by the emperor, and
could only be amended by impe-
rial initiative. Rights and liberties
were allowed “except as regulated
by law.”9 The rewriting of impe-
rial education policy in 1890—
making respect for the government
part of the curriculum—was de-
signed to guarantee that future
generations would never question
imperial authority.

With a history like this, it comes
as no surprise that Japanese citi-
zens see nothing wrong with laws
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that impose onerous licensing re-
quirements on would-be owners of
shotguns or air guns and entirely
forbid the private ownership of
handguns and swords. Rifles have
been prohibited since 1971, and
existing rifles must be turned in
when the owner dies. Obtaining a
shotgun or air gun license requires
classes and a written test, shoot-
ing-range classes and a shooting
test, a safety exam, a mental test
at a local hospital, and a medical
certificate certifying that the ap-
plicant is mentally healthy and
not addicted to drugs. The classes
are offered only during working
hours so people must take time off
to attend. Police investigate the
families and background of license
applicants and have unlimited dis-
cretion to deny a license for any
reason. Membership in certain
polit ical  or activist  groups is
deemed an instant disqualifier.10

Gun owners who successfully
complete the licensing obstacle
course must maintain a locker for
the gun and a separate safe for
ammunition. They must provide
police with a map of their apartment
giving the location of their gun safe
and submit to annual home in-
spections at the whim of the police.
Licenses must be renewed every
three years, and renewal requires the
owner to spend another day at
police headquarters.

Widely respected and blessed
with unparalleled cooperation
from the citizenry, the Japanese
police have few checks on their
power. Neighborhood police visit
the home of each gun owner twice
a year, recording, among other
things, how the occupants are re-
lated to one another, where they
work, how late they stay out, what
their finances are, and what kind
of car they drive. The police keep
lists of girls believed to have en-

gaged in sexual misconduct. Po-
lice may search the belongings of
suspicious characters at will, ille-
gally seized contraband may be
used as evidence, suspects may be
detained for 28 days before seeing
a judge, and according to the To-
kyo Bar Association, the judiciary
is uninterested in the fact that
police routinely use torture or
other illegal means to obtain con-
fessions.

Japan’s demographic homoge-
neity and extensive network of so-
cial controls may account for a low
rate of reported violent crime, al-
though that rate has risen notably
in recent years. Yet criminals still
have guns, and that concerns the
Japanese police. According to the
Firearms Division of the National
Police Agency, police seize more
than 1,000 illegal handguns ev-
ery year, at least some of which are
smuggled in. During the first half
of 2000, there were reportedly 87
serious crimes involving guns—a
26 percent increase over the same
period in 1999.11

Japan’s low violent crime rate
may also be due to its ability to
institutionalize crime. Some ob-
servers argue that political corrup-
tion in Japan is rampant and that
organized crime has close links
with legitimate enterprises. Like
any other business,  organized
crime recognizes that random dis-
order on the streets is bad for prof-
its. In a country where members
of criminal organizations carry
business cards, crime syndicates
may contribute more to the low
crime rate than gun control.12

Crime in the Kingdom
Unlike the Japanese, the British
government has a long history of
trusting common citizens to bear
arms for their own defense and the
defense of the nation. It also has a

long history of taking those arms
away from common citizens when-
ever the government felt threat-
ened. In 1285, in response to ris-
ing crime throughout his king-
dom, King Edward I enacted the
Statute of Winchester requiring all
males to own weapons.13 In 1539,
King Henry VIII found that his
fear of France outweighed his fear
of crime and reversed his earlier
command prohibiting anyone but
the wealthy from owning a hand-
gun or crossbow, the weapons fa-
vored by criminals.

In 1642, a militia loyal to Par-
liament had prevailed over the
King’s forces in Brentford. After
the Restoration, the monarchy and
a compliant Parliament attempted
to disarm 95 percent of the popu-
lation—ostensibly to prohibit
hunting by commoners—with the
Game Act of 1671. The law au-
thorized daytime searches of any
home suspected of containing an
illegal gun; nevertheless, people
chose to break the law. In 1685,
the Catholic king, James II, com-
manded “a strict search to be made
for such [illegal] muskets or guns
and to seize and safely keep them
till further order.”14

After James II was driven from
the country in the Glorious Revo-
lution of 1688-1689, the 1689
Bill of Rights reaffirmed that “the
subjects which are Protestants may
have arms for their defense suit-
able to their conditions as and al-
lowed by law.”15 This established
a custom that was followed for the
next two centuries. The only ex-
ception—a response to the tumul-
tuous civil disorder that followed
the Napoleonic War—was the Sei-
zure of Arms Act of 1820, which
expired in 1822 and applied to
only a few counties. British sub-
jects were armed in Britain while
the British government, even when
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the first police force was estab-
lished in 1829, was not.

Reversal of Fortune
At the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury, Great Britain was much like
the United States in the 1950s.
There were almost no gun laws
and almost no gun crime. While
the annual homicide rate was much
lower than today—between 1.0
and 1.8 per 100,000 people—Par-
liament developed an interest in
gun control because of rising un-
rest in the working classes and
uninformed press hysteria over
technological innovations in fire-
arms, such as new revolvers that
were “more dangerous than the
bomb.”16 With the Pistols Act of
1903, Parliament once again as-
serted its authority to control pri-
vate firearms ownership. The act
required buyers to pay a fee to
obtain a license at the post office
and forbade the sale of pistols to
minors and felons.

In the aftermath of World War
I and the Bolshevik Revolution,
governments around the world
took strong steps to secure them-
selves against revolution. In the
United Kingdom, the Firearms Act
of 1920 banned CS spray canis-
ters marketed as tear gas for self-
defense and allowed British citi-
zens to possess pistols and rifles
only if they could show a “good
reason” for obtaining a permit.
Publicly, the bill was presented as
a measure to prevent the criminal
misuse of guns. This was the first
of many lies to make gun control
palatable. In fact, the government
was anxious to regulate its subjects
because it did not trust them. At
a Cabinet meeting on January 17,
1919, the chief of the Imperial
General Staff raised the threat of
“Red Revolution and blood and
war at home and abroad” and sug-

gested that the government make
sure the military and police were
adequately armed to resist an up-
rising. The next month, the prime
minister wondered if some ele-
ments of the army would remain
loyal. The Cabinet discussed arm-
ing university men, stockbrokers,
and trusted clerks—a presumed
economic and intellectual aristoc-
racy—to fight any revolution.17

Having established the prin-
ciple that the state was free to
regulate firearms and other weap-
ons, the British government pro-
ceeded to provide a textbook dem-
onstration of the proposition that
government never knows when to
quit. In 1936, it outlawed short-
barreled shotguns and fully auto-
matic firearms even though no one
could cite a single instance of a
machine gun being misused in the
United Kingdom.

The police, who control the per-
mit process, began adding storage
requirements, although Parliament
had never enacted such a require-
ment. Today, if a British citizen
wants to obtain or renew a gun li-
cense, two police officers will visit
his home to scrutinize the gun-
security system. Although the law,
even today, does not order guns to
be locked in a safe, the police rou-
tinely compel gun owners to pur-
chase safes—sometimes two safes,
the second one for separate stor-
age of ammunition. A man buy-
ing a low-powered, inexpensive
rimfire rifle—commonly used for
target shooting or small game—
may have to spend 20 times the
gun’s value on a safe. A person with
five guns may be ordered to add
an electronic security system cost-
ing thousands. One effect of the
heavy security costs is to make it
hard for middle-income or poor
people to legally own guns—an
objective similar to Henry VIII’s

crossbow and handgun ban.
Following the fall of Dunkirk,

the British government was so
short of firearms it imported thou-
sands from the United States and
distributed them to its home de-
fense forces. A fearful government
collected and destroyed these
weapons after the war, along with
any gun brought in by returning
servicemen. People caught bring-
ing guns home were punished. In
1946, the home secretary an-
nounced that self-defense would
no longer be considered a good
reason for being granted a firearms
certificate.

When three policemen were
murdered with illegal handguns in
1966, Home Secretary Roy
Jenkins, an ardent opponent of
capital punishment, diverted pub-
lic enthusiasm for the death pen-
alty by initiating legislation to “do
something about crime.” The
“something” was a licensing sys-
tem for shotgun owners. Only six
weeks earlier, Jenkins had told Par-
l iament that shotgun controls
were not worth the trouble.

Besides imposing the licensing
system, the 1967 Criminal Justice
Act eroded civil liberties by abol-
ishing the requirement of unani-
mous jury verdicts in criminal tri-
als, eliminating the requirement
for a full hearing of evidence at
committal hearings and restricting
press coverage of those hearings.

The act further constrained le-
gal self-defense by making it ille-
gal to use a firearm against a vio-
lent home intruder. In one recent
notorious case, in the summer of
2000, an elderly man, who had
been repeatedly burglarized and
had received no real help from the
police, shot a pair of career bur-
glars—killing one—who had bro-
ken into the man’s home. The man
was sentenced to life in prison.
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In 1973, the Heath government
proposed even more stringent con-
trols. These far-reaching propos-
als, which mobilized protests from
British shooting associations, were
temporarily shelved. Since then,
successive administrations have
adopted the tactic of advancing
most of the 1973 repressive pro-
posals by disguising them as “do-
ing something” during the hysteri-
cal reaction that typically follows
a particularly sensational crime. In
1988, for example, Michael Ryan
shot 16 people to death and killed
himself in Hungerford, a small,
quiet town in southern England.
Ryan, who had permits for a wide
variety of firearms, used a Beretta
pistol as well as rifles in the killings.

Parliament quickly moved to
restrict all types of firearms by
passing the 1988 Firearms Act,
which made shotgun l icenses
much more difficult to obtain.
Self-loading centerfire rifles were
easily confiscated thanks to previ-
ous legislation calling for registra-
tion and in-house inspection of all
rifles and handguns. Home Secre-
tary Douglas Hurd later admitted
that the government had prepared
the provisions of the 1988 Fire-
arms Act long before Hungerford
occurred and was waiting for the
right moment of public hysteria
to introduce them.

In 1996, this cycle of action and
repression was repeated when Tho-
mas Hamilton used handguns to
murder 17 people at a kindergar-
ten in Dunblane, Scotland.
Hamilton was a licensed handgun
owner who retained his license
even though the police had inves-
tigated him seven times as a ped-
erast and knew him to be mentally
unstable. Pandering to a popula-
tion unaccustomed to using fire-
arms and uneducated about the
different types and uses of guns,

the Home Office and the newspa-
pers used bogus statistical argu-
ments to pound away at the theme
that, since guns were unnecessary,
anyone who owned one was men-
tally aberrant and presumably dan-
gerous. Opponents of a handgun
ban were denounced as accom-
plices in the murder of school chil-
dren. All legally owned handguns
were confiscated.

Rise in Crime
Unfortunately, the British govern-
ment’s single-minded devotion to
eliminating defensive arms has
made life more dangerous for Brit-
ish citizens. In the United States,
felons are more afraid of running
into an armed homeowner than the
police. As a result, the hot bur-
glary rate—the rate of crimes that
occur when the householder is
home—is 13 percent in the
United States and about 50 per-
cent in England and Wales.

While imposing ever-stricter
gun-control laws that disarm law-
abiding citizens, the British gov-
ernment has done little to punish
criminals. From 1981 to 1995, the
rate of convictions rose in the
United States while falling in En-
gland—for example, in the United
States, conviction rates per 1,000
allegations for murders rose 43
percent, while in England, convic-
tion rates for murders fell 12 per-
cent.

Additionally, police in England
and Wales were far less likely than
U.S. police to even record crimes
that were brought to their atten-
tion. In the United States, police
record all of the assaults and an
estimated 78 percent of the rob-
beries reported to them. In En-
gland, police record just 53 per-
cent of the known assaults and 35
percent of the known robberies.18

Although the gun-control cru-

sade has reduced the number of
legal firearms in the United King-
dom, criminals can arm themselves
from an illegal stockpile estimated
to include 3 million weapons.
Criminals know that guns in gen-
eral, and rapid-fire weapons in par-
ticular, reduce their risk of failure
by giving them better control over
unarmed victims than do knives or
blunt instruments. One of the
more brazen incidents took place
on August 3, 2000. Court officials
dove for cover as a gang of armed
men walked into a magistrate court
in Slough, a small town just out-
side of London, fired at the ceil-
ing, and walked out with the three
men who had been in the dock fac-
ing charges of burglary.19

In some areas like Manchester,
called “Gunchester” by the police,
criminals aged 15 to 25 years old
have easy access to everything from
Beretta sub-machine guns to
Luger pistols. Detective Superin-
tendent Keith Hudson of the na-
tional crime squad believes that
increasingly criminals are choos-
ing automatic weapons rather than
pistols, since the police “are recov-
ering weapons that are relatively
new—and sometimes still in their
boxes—from eastern European
countries.”20

In fact, violent crime has risen
steeply as British gun-control law
has expanded. In 1981, England
and Wales had lower rates of rob-
bery and burglary than the United
States. Assault and motor vehicle
theft rates were only sl ightly
higher. By 1995, a U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice study concluded
that rates of assault, burglary, rob-
bery, and motor vehicle theft were
roughly twice as high in the
United Kingdom as in the United
States.21 Homicide rates remained
higher in the United States, as they
were even before either country
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had any form of gun control, but
the gap was beginning to close.
While U.S. homicide rates are
likely overstated by 10 percent—
because U.S. homicide data record
homicide arrests rather than ho-
micide convictions—rates have
declined in recent years as British
rates have risen.22

The British government has re-
fused to face the fact that crime
has become worse as gun control
has expanded; instead, it has con-
centrated on extending the fire-
arms laws to include control of
other weapons, even including
pen-knives. Law-abiding citizens
who violate even the most obscure
portion of the increasingly com-
plex firearms law, even when they
are defending themselves ,  are
charged and jailed. The criminals
go free. One elderly lady, for ex-
ample, tried to frighten off a gang
of thugs by firing a blank from her
imitation firearm. She was arrested
and charged with “putting some-
one in fear with an imitation fire-
arm.”23 Her attackers went free.

In 1996, knife carrying was
made presumptively illegal. The
government arrested and jailed
Dean Payne, a man who worked
in a newspaper distribution plant
and carried a knife to cut the straps
used to hold newspaper bundles,
for carrying an “offensive weapon.”
In the words of the magistrate, “I
have to view your conduct in light
of the great public fear of people
going around with knives.…I con-
sider the only proper punishment
is one depriving you of your lib-
erty.”24

With hindsight it is easy to see
how the United Kingdom’s ap-
proach to gun control brought it
to the point where an individual
newspaper cutter can be jailed for
adding to public fear. Successive
government officials began with

the false proposition that certain
“reasonable regulations” control-
ling guns in the hands of the law
abiding would reduce the crimi-
nal use of guns. When the expected
results failed to materialize, the
governments used the standard
argument to defend any failing
program—to see results, we need
stiffer regulations and more re-
sources. When the public resisted
increased regulation, gun-control
advocates ignored research that
undermined their position, used
horrific anecdotes to stoke public
fears, and manipulated the result-
ing public hysteria. Gun owner-
ship for self-defense is prohibited,
handguns confiscated, and rifles
and shotguns severely restricted;
yet there is no reduction of crime
in sight, and innocent people are
now imprisoned as a frustrated
bureaucracy continues to extend
its reach.

Canadian Confiscation
Although firearms regulations in
Canada and Australia have histori-
cally been moderate, both nations
in recent years have aggressively
implemented the British model,
with similar results. In 1920, in
the midst of public hysteria over a
Winnipeg general strike in which
one marcher was killed and 30
were injured, the Canadian Parlia-
ment passed a bill mandating that
residents obtain a permit to pur-
chase any kind of gun. In 1921,
when things had calmed down,
the law was modified. Permits were
required only to carry or purchase
handguns. Handgun registration
was imposed in 1934.

Long guns—rifles and shot-
guns—in Canada were subject to
hardly any control at al l .25 In
1940, a government effort to reg-
ister long guns, under the pretext
of World War II, failed. No more

than one-third of gun owners co-
operated and registered their guns.
The effort was abandoned in 1945.

The first modern round of regu-
lation occurred in response to two
incidents in 1976 in which boys
with rifles ran amok in public
schools. A 1977 law required that
gun purchasers get a Firearms Ac-
quisition Certificate from the po-
lice. Changes in the law in 1995
gave the police the discretion to
reject any applicant. Various types
of arms were prohibited entirely,
and the prime minister, acting
through the governor in council,
was given the power unilaterally
to ban any firearm or other
weapon he wishes.

As in the United Kingdom, Ca-
nadian legal authorities reject the
idea of armed self-defense in any
form and have used the gun laws
to classify even small canisters of
Mace, intended for self-defense, as
prohibited weapons.

As a result of two new laws in
the 1990s—one pushed by the
Progressive Conservative govern-
ment, the other by the succeed-
ing Liberal government—approxi-
mately half of all registered hand-
guns are to be confiscated with-
out compensation upon the
owner’s death. A large number of
shotguns and self-loading rifles
have been banned or subjected to
highly restrictive regulation. And
all firearms must be registered
with the police. The latter require-
ment is causing massive civil dis-
obedience. The unpopular regis-
tration law has spurred the pro-
vincial governments of Alberta,
Saskatchewan, and Manitoba to
stop the administration and en-
forcement of all federal gun-con-
trol laws. Official estimates placed
the cost of the new registration
system at CA$85 (US$56) mil-
lion.26 Independent estimates con-
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servatively estimate the cost at
CA$500 (US$330) million.

In addition, the Criminal Code
prohibits “careless” storage of a
firearm, and gives the government
the authority to create storage
regulations. Some incidents from
1996 and 1997 illustrate the prac-
tical effect of the law.

Hearing suspicious sounds, per-
haps from a burglar, a husband took
his unloaded rifle with him one
night as he looked around his house.
A few days later, the wife told a
friend about the incident. Aghast,
the friend called the police. The
police arrived at the couple’s home
and bullied their way in. Searching
the home, they found the unloaded
rifle under a mattress in the bed-
room. No children lived in the
home. The couple was charged with
careless storage of a firearm.

Another incident, involving a
single woman who ran a small
boarding house in Ontario, dem-
onstrates the difficulty under re-
strictive regulations for a citizen
to protect herself. A male down-
stairs tenant began harassing and
stalking her. Worried that the
woman might pose a threat to the
tenant, the police searched her
apartment and found several un-
loaded guns in her closets. She was
convicted of storing a firearm in
violation of regulations. She had
been attending school and study-
ing to become a paralegal, but her
conviction bars her from a job in
the legal field.

As David Tomlinson, President
of Canada’s National Firearms As-
sociation points out, safe storage
laws are unenforceable without
random police searches of the
home. The new Liberal Party gun
law, which was enacted in 1995,
gives the police the authority to
inspect private homes, without a
warrant, to ensure that storage laws

are being complied with.
Researchers differ about the ef-

ficacy of Canadian gun control.
Some find that controls have led
to increased crime against an ill-
defended population. Notably, the
Canadian Justice Department
worked diligently with only par-
tial success to suppress an inde-
pendent research report, which
had been commissioned by the Jus-
tice Department. The report
showed the 1977 gun-owner li-
censing law had been a failure.

Problems Down Under
In contrast to Japan, the United
Kingdom, and Canada, Australian
gun laws are made at the state, not
the national, level. In the 1920s
and 30s, the eight Australian states
enacted pistol and revolver regis-
tration. Long guns, including shot-
guns and rifles, remained lightly
regulated, although controls began
increasing in the 1980s.

Police licensing discretion is not
always exercised reasonably. Politi-
cally connected individuals have
been known to get handgun li-
censes without meeting the stan-
dard criteria, while in one major
city the senior police officer uni-
laterally decided that no one ex-
cept the police should have a fire-
arm. And in New South Wales the
police decided that only an ap-
proved steel safe bolted to the
structure of the house constituted
reasonable safe storage.27

In April 1996, Australia’s gun-
control policy changed radically
12 days after a deranged gunman
murdered 35 people in Port
Arthur, Tasmania.28 At a May 10
meeting, the police ministers from
the Australian states announced
that all Australian governments
had agreed to a 10-point plan for
firearms regulation. All firearms
were to be registered, and the sale,

resale, transfer, ownership, posses-
sion, manufacture, and use of a
variety of commonly owned fire-
arms were banned. A buyback
plan to compensate the owners of
confiscated arms was announced at
an estimated cost of AU$500
(US$275) million. Recreational
shooters and hunters were required
to get a series of licenses and per-
mits. The only reasons for owning
firearms were narrowed to permit-
ted hunting, officially authorized
vermin control, and participation
in shooting sports such as those
recognized by the International
Olympic Committee. South Aus-
tralia and Victoria still allow the
arms used in paintball  games,
though South Australia requires
their owners to obtain a license.

Though paintball—a game in
which contestants shoot each other
with harmless capsules of paint—
is allowed, self-defense is not. Per-
sonal protection is not considered
a justifiable reason to have a fire-
arm in any jurisdiction.29 As far as
the Australian governments were
concerned, the actions of the mur-
derer in Port Arthur had rendered
Australians unfit to defend them-
selves against criminals. As in the
United Kingdom, homeowners
who use guns against violent home
invaders are often charged with at-
tempted murder.

In many ways, Australia’s experi-
ment with gun control is a solution
in search of a problem. Even though
an estimated one in five Australian
households contained a gun before
the 1996 legislation, Australia has
always had relatively few problems
with firearms. According to a 1995
report done for the Canadian De-
partment of Justice, Australian ho-
micide rates were very low by
worldwide standards, and only 18
Australians died in accidents with
firearms in 1993.30
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Evidence that surfaced after the
legislative push indicated that Aus-
tralian firearms control legislation
had been ready for some time.
Gun-control advocates, knowing
that their utopian solution would
be difficult to pass when people
were unemotional about the sub-
ject, had been waiting until some
horrific event created the requisite
public hysteria.

In March 1997, Daryl Smeaton,
the director of the Office of Law
Enforcement Coordination, Com-
monwealth Attorney-General’s
Department, said that firearms
control had been a regular item on
the Australasian Police Ministers’
Council agenda since 1981. In
November 1995, the council re-
solved to release a working paper
“as the basis for consultation with
firearms interest groups.”31 Prom-
ising the usual reductions in
crime, suicide, and homicide, the
substance of this working paper
became law on May 10, 1996, a
timetable that left no time for any
substantial discussion.

By 1999, Inspector John Mc-
Coomb, the head of the Weapons
Licensing Branch in Queens-
land, considered Australia’s gun leg-
islation a failure, saying that the gun
ban had sent the weapons trade un-
derground.32 Gangs and organized
crime syndicates now run trade in
firearms, and only a small fraction
of the weapons in the country were
turned in during the buyback.

Since restrictions deemed rea-
sonable by the government have
failed to eradicate crime, Austra-
lian authorities have resorted to the
familiar pattern of extending gov-
ernment control to anything that
could possibly be used as a
weapon. As of May 1, 1998, New
South Wales banned the sale of
knives to anyone under 16. Pos-
session is also illegal, a move that

theoretically extends government
control to children’s hobbies since
the ban included fishing knives,
electric knives, and hobby knives.33

Victoria officials also planned to
ban sales of knives to teenagers in
early 2000. As part of the legisla-
tion, police would be armed with
hand-held metal detectors while
on patrol and would be given ex-
panded powers to search for and
confiscate knives.34

The Cost of Gun Control
Modern British, Canadian, Aus-
tralian, and Japanese governments
have now spent uncounted billions
and many decades attempting to
ban and restrict firearms. It has
been a century of failure. Though
banning firearms may reduce sui-
cides and homicides committed
with firearms, there is little evi-
dence that a ban on firearms low-
ers the overall suicide or homicide
rate. As defensive guns have been
banned, overall violent crime rates
have risen. People who want to kill
themselves use another method,
and criminals who want the con-
trol that firearms create readily cir-
cumvent firearms bans.

Moreover, prohibition has cre-
ated a lucrative new criminal mar-
ket in illegal weapons. Criminals
by definition do not obey the law.
Without firearms, most law-abid-
ing citizens are no match even for
unarmed criminals skilled in street
fighting. Banning firearms reduces
the risk and thus the cost to the
perpetrator of crime. As basic eco-
nomics would predict, when the
cost falls, the supply rises.

As crime rises and illegal arms
flood the country, governments
react by making the possession of
any weapon illegal, vastly expand-
ing their powers of search and sei-
zure and instituting zero-tolerance
policies that make many ordinary

activities illegal—such as carrying
a knife to cut newspaper bundles
or gut fish. Governments demon-
ize anyone who argues that such
policies go too far and often dis-
tort the meaning of official statis-
tics in an effort to save face.

In short, gun control has cor-
rupted the modern governments
that have tried to institute it. Be-
cause gun control applies only to
the law-abiding, governments who
institute it deprive their produc-
tive citizens of the means to de-
fend themselves effectively. Gov-
ernments indirectly become the
accomplice of murderers, rapists,
and thugs.■
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Southern Exposure
New economic strategies are helping Latin America become a player in the global economy.

BY PAULO PAIVA AND RICARDO GAZEL

A fter decades of
relative isolation
and a minor role in
the world economy,
Latin America has

become an active player in the
international marketplace. As a
player in the global economy at
the dawn of the new millennium,
Latin America faces numerous
challenges and opportunities,
from sustaining and improving
democratic rules, to increasing
economic growth and achieving
higher levels of economic and
social equity.

Import Substitution

During the 20th century, Latin
America’s economy experienced
two radical changes: the first in
the 1930s, and the second in the
1980s and 1990s. In the 1930s,
Latin America responded to the
world economic crisis by creating
strong, entrepreneurial states and
adopting a development strategy
predicated on a closed economy.
The main characteristic of this
development model is known as
industrialization via import
substitution.1

In that scenario, the state
played a pivotal role as the main

investor in the economy through
state enterprises such as steel
mills; state-owned companies to
explore, refine, and distribute oil
products; and infrastructure
projects such as highways, ports,
railroads, and airports. Mean-
while, as a regulator, the state
built an institutional framework
compatible with that type of
growth strategy, including
comprehensive labor legislation
that precluded collective bar-
gaining.

Moreover, sectors and prod-
ucts thought to be strategically
important for the country’s
economic development enjoyed
generous subsidies and strong
protection against foreign
competition. This growth
strategy resulted in inefficient
and noncompetitive economies
that were insulated from world
markets. Prices for protected
sectors and products reflected
neither international market
prices nor changes in domestic
demand. The general population
bore the costs of production
inefficiencies as firms exercised
their market power or as infla-
tion climbed. The population
also bore the costs of subsidies

through government spending,
although, due to a lack of
transparency, the costs were not
explicitly shown in fiscal bud-
gets.

Despite all these problems,
the import substitution strategy
yielded economic growth rates in
Latin America between 1950 and
1980 that were above interna-
tional averages. Unfortunately,
this strategy also resulted in
greater income inequality and
increased poverty.

The import substitution
model was unsustainable and
resulted in a general economic
crisis in the 1980s, marked by
growing budget and trade
deficits, accelerating rates of
inflation, and recession. Many
Latin American countries experi-
enced the worst of two worlds:
economic recession and high
inflation. At the same time, the
world economy was moving
toward deeper levels of economic
integration, a process that has
become known as globalization.

Washington Consensus

The second radical economic
change of the 20th century,
which beset Latin America in the
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1980s and 1990s, began in
response to globalization as well
as to the crisis triggered by the
end of the import substitution
strategy. Similar to the changes
of the 1930s, the recent transfor-
mations included a major shift in
the state’s role in the economy.

This time, however, reform of
the state was aimed at achieving
fiscal equilibrium and increasing
efficiency in the public sector. A
major component of state reform
was a comprehensive privatization
program of state-owned enter-
prises accumulated over the
previous decades. Privatization
was designed to enhance the
overall efficiency of the economy,
with the state remaining as the
primary supplier of public goods
while exercising a smaller role in
production activities.

In 1990, the Institute for
International Economics spon-
sored a conference in Washing-
ton, DC, to evaluate these and
other policy reforms Latin
America was undertaking to work
its way out of the economic
crisis. The participants—includ-
ing Latin American policymakers
and representatives from
academia, international agencies,
and think tanks—reached a
consensus on 10 policy issues for
Latin America, including such
items as fiscal reform, liberaliza-
tion of trade, deregulation of
markets, and privatization. This
consensus became known at the
Washington Consensus.

Subsequently, economic policy
in Latin America embraced the
main ideas of the Washington
Consensus, including a market-
oriented economy with less state
intervention, fiscal austerity, and
realistic monetary and exchange-
rate policies. These characteris-
tics are consistent with a more

competitive economy. In this
new policy regime, the selected
priorities of fiscal equilibrium
and monetary stability associated
with privatization increased the
role played by the private sector
as a major agent for capturing
private savings and investing
them in the productive sector.

Another element of the
Washington Consensus adopted
by Latin America was the liberal-
ization of trade and capital
accounts. As a result, the region
today is seeking to open new
markets for its products but, at
the same time, is also experienc-
ing more competition from
foreign producers in local mar-
kets.

Together, these elements have
produced a new economy, one
that is more efficient and more
competitive.

Measured Success

There is no doubt that Latin
America has advanced dramati-
cally in the last century, espe-
cially during the three decades
following the end of World War
II. Unfortunately, the rapid
economic growth achieved in the
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s
decreased substantially in the
1980s and 1990s. The annual
average growth rate of real gross
domestic product declined from
above 5 percent in the 1970s to
a meager 1.1 percent in the
1980s, and it remained below 3
percent in the 1990s.

The evolution of gross domes-
tic product per capita gives an
even clearer idea of the strong
negative impact of the past 20
years, but especially the 1980s,
on Latin America. From 1960 to
1980, gross domestic product
per capita grew by over 80
percent, with the region outper-

forming even the developed
countries of the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and
Development in the 1970s. The
1980s represented a lost decade
for the region’s economy, how-
ever. As population grew faster
than gross domestic product, the
latter declined by almost 9
percent per capita in real terms.

By 1990, gross domestic pro-
duct per capita in Latin America
represented less than 15 percent
of average gross domestic prod-
uct per capita in the OECD
countries. Despite the gains
registered in recent years, gross
domestic product per capita in
1998 was only 5 percent higher
than it was in 1980. In other
words, gross domestic product
per capita jumped over 80
percent from 1960 to 1980,
compared with only 5 percent
from 1980 to 1998.

Following the disastrous
decade of the 80s, the region
experienced economic gains in
the 1990s, but growth remained
volatile and increasingly vulner-
able to crises in international
financial markets. Growth
volatility had a negative impact
on economic and social equity,
offsetting some of the region’s
gains obtained through monetary
stability.

Despite these important gains,
there is much yet to be accom-
plished in the region. At the
beginning of the 21st century,
Latin America is still grappling
with serious economic and social
problems. For example, the sharp
increase in unemployment rates
observed in the 1990s—a trend
that was less prominent in the
past—remains a critical issue. As
a result, the region’s most urgent
issue remains economic growth.

Given the size of the popula-
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tion and current income levels,
Latin America needs to grow at
least twice as fast as the rates
observed in the recent past if it is
to pare back the region’s high
levels of unemployment and
underemployment. Furthermore,
income distribution in Latin
America remains the most
unequal in the world, with an
estimated 200 million people,
out of a population of 500
million, living in poverty at the
end of the 1990s. As a conse-
quence, Latin America faces two
major challenges: it needs to
accelerate economic growth as
well as promote and improve
access to economic opportunities
for a large share of the popula-
tion living in poverty.

Future Challenges

Latin America faces a reality that
presents both challenges and
opportunities as the region’s
economy becomes a more active
part of the global economy. On
the one hand, Latin American
producers face more competition
from foreign firms in domestic
markets. On the other hand, as
producers increase their levels of
efficiency, they become more
competitive in international
markets. The net result of these
challenges and opportunities will
depend on how effectively the
region responds to the constantly
changing world economy.

In particular, the region must
continue to strengthen market-
oriented reforms while recogniz-
ing the limitations of markets.
For example, developing effective
regulations and clear rules is
likely to increase competition in
the marketplace for existing
businesses as well as newly
privatized enterprises.2 Higher
levels of competition should

result in increased production
and lower prices, improving
standards of living in the region
and increasing public support for
the reforms.3 The fast recovery
the Brazilian economy experi-
enced after the financial crisis of
January 1999, for instance, was
largely due to sound, fiscally
austere monetary policy com-
bined with persistence in pursu-
ing institutional market-oriented
reforms.

To double recent growth rates,
Latin America will need to
increase the region’s investment
levels across all sectors. Transpar-
ent regulations and effective
supervision aimed at strengthen-
ing the financial sector are
important requirements since a
strong and sound financial sector
is a sine qua non to achieving
higher investment goals.4

To facilitate a large increase in
investment spending, three key
conditions must be met. First,
Latin American governments
must continue to pursue fiscal
responsibility to achieve bal-
anced budgets and to stabilize
the public debt as a percentage
of gross domestic product. Fiscal
austerity will result in less
competition from the govern-
ment for private savings to
finance budget deficits. This will
trigger a decline in domestic
interest rates toward interna-
tional levels, which, in turn, will
foster private investment. Addi-
tionally, once budget surpluses
are produced, the public sector
will have to focus on reducing
current spending and increasing
investment spending, especially
in infrastructure areas where the
private sector is not likely to play
an important role.

That is the case, for instance,
of investment projects character-

ized by social returns above
private returns, such as irriga-
tion, energy, and transportation
in small rural areas. Similar
projects have been launched in
education and large-scale health
immunization. These important
investment projects will face less
competition for financing within
the public budgets since many
previously public enterprises are
now operated by the private
sector as a result of the recent
privatization process.

Second, higher investment
requires higher savings, whether
domestic or foreign. To increase
the domestic savings rate,
governments should improve
saving mechanisms by offering
incentives such as low tax rates
on gains from savings in general
and tax credit for small, low-
income savers. Changes in the
retirement systems in many
countries in Latin America are
likely to result in higher levels of
savings as workers become more
active in planning and managing
their retirement accounts.

Pension funds, mostly man-
aged by the public sector, have
had a role in financing invest-
ment projects in the past as the
funds hold bonds used to finance
government investment in
infrastructure. Pension funds also
hold equities in companies
partially owned by the govern-
ment. Recent and future reforms
in retirement systems, with
greater management by the
private sector, can increase the
rates of domestic savings in Latin
America. For these privately
managed systems to work,
pension fund managers must
find investment opportunities
with attractive rates of return to
motivate their members to
continue to save.



104 ■ FORUM for Applied Research and Public Policy

Third, the recent Asian
financial crisis, which spread
around the globe, raised some
questions as to whether develop-
ing countries should continue to
open their markets to foreign
private capital. Clearly, benefits
accrue from reducing the eco-
nomic instability that results
from the contagious effects of
financial crisis. It is also clear,
however, that in the absence of
sufficient domestic savings to
finance the needed investment
levels to sustain high economic
growth rates, foreign private
capital remains an important and
necessary source of investment
financing. Institutional stability,
sound fiscal and monetary
policies, and a strong financial
sector are necessary to strengthen
domestic and regional capital
markets, attract foreign investors,
and reduce the risks associated
with global capital markets.

Increasing Competitiveness

To increase Latin America’s
competitiveness within domestic
and international markets,
leaders must reduce the current
technological gap the region
faces vis-à-vis the most advanced
economies and other developing
countries in Asia.

Additionally, the region
continues to experience high
transaction costs, especially in
the areas of transportation,
communication, and finance.5

For example, ports in many Latin
American countries are more
efficient in importing than
exporting goods, which makes
exporting more difficult and
costly.6 Moreover, producers face
high transportation costs within
the country as they move raw
materials and final goods
through a relatively old and

poorly maintained highway
system.

To become more competitive
domestically and internationally,
Latin American economies must
increase their levels of efficiency,
but the region should simulta-
neously aim at a more equitable
distribution of the gains of
economic growth. To accomplish
this, the region needs to invest
in education and training, and
all social sectors can and should
be involved in this task. Partner-
ships between the public and
private sectors, including unions
and nongovernmental organiza-
tions, designed to foster educa-
tion and training for all labor
segments will be more successful
than governments acting in
isolation.

Education is perhaps the most
important condition for achiev-
ing higher levels of economic
development with a more equi-
table distribution of income.
Many studies in the labor-
economics literature show that
formal education and profes-
sional training increase both the
probability of finding a job and
the probability of earning higher
wages.

Unfortunately, Latin America
has been failing on the education
front. Although the illiteracy
rate among those 15 years of age
or older in the region declined
from 28 percent in 1960 to 13
percent in 1990, these gains
were below those registered in all
other developing regions in the
world and were well below the
gains observed in the developed
countries.

In developed countries, the
illiteracy rate declined from
around 20 percent in 1960 to 7
percent in 1990. Meanwhile, as
the average number of years of

education among those over 25
years of age and older in Latin
America increased from 3.2 years
in 1960 to around 5 years in
1990, many other regions in the
world have shown much better
results. In Southeast Asia, for
instance, the average went from
4.3 years in 1960 to 7.2 years in
1990, and in Eastern European
countries, the number jumped
from 6 to 8.7 years during the
same period. The average level of
schooling in Latin America
remains below world standards
and represents a major challenge
that demands immediate atten-
tion.

In a highly integrated world
economy, production processes
have also become internationally
integrated. In such a world,
countries with large stocks of
human capital enjoy a compara-
tive advantage in attracting
investments, especially in value-
added sectors such as technol-
ogy-intense services, in which
the use of skilled labor adds to
the value of a product. Moreover,
given the fast pace of technologi-
cal change occurring in the
world today, education and
training are essential if a country
hopes to remain competitive in
the global economy and to
differentiate itself, and its
products, from the rest of the
world.

At the same time, employ-
ment remains the best tool for
updating and developing skills to
keep current with the constant
changes in technologies in a
global economy. Unemployed
workers can fall behind unless
they can acquire the newest set
of skills demanded in the labor
market. In other words, continu-
ous training of the labor force is
a seminal condition at a time
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when skills rapidly become
obsolete.

Improved Market Access

During the period when Latin
America experienced faster
economic growth rates than
much of the world, inequality
among the haves and the have-
nots increased, with high levels
of income concentration and
increased poverty. In the last two
decades, economic growth has
slowed to levels insufficient to
reduce levels of poverty. Thus, to
improve the poor’s standard of
living, a necessary but not
sufficient condition involves
increasing the economic growth
rate in the region. But unless
there is a sustained and deliber-
ate effort to increase access of the
poor to market opportunities—
for instance by giving small firms
and very small businesses access
to credit, making information on
job openings accessible, promot-
ing education and skill enhanc-
ing programs—the current high
levels of poverty will not decline
in Latin America.

Although transfer programs—
which provide services such as
subsidized housing, food aid,
and medical aid to low-income
groups—can temporarily allevi-
ate the perverse effects of pov-
erty, the long-term solutions
must focus on several goals. Latin
American governments should
incorporate the poor into the
formal economy by increasing
their access to market opportuni-
ties, including employment and
investment opportunities. To
that end, these governments
must provide the poor with the
tools they need to take advantage
of these opportunities. Educa-
tion, including work-related
training programs and access to

information on credit and job
opportunities, is one of the most
important tools the poor can
acquire to help them enter the
formal economy. A democratic
society where the poor are more-
active participants in the politi-
cal process is a crucial step
toward more-equitable economic
growth.

Changes in old labor laws are
likewise fundamental to making
labor markets more flexible and
dynamic. It is important to
remember that much of the
current labor legislation was
designed to avoid collective
bargaining by an old interven-
tionist state. New legislation to
support a more dynamic and
competitive economy aimed at
job creation is necessary to
increase job opportunities in the
region. Similarly, changes in
social practices are needed to
tackle race, gender, and age
discrimination.

Much still needs to be done to
improve the lives of the poor in
Latin America. Clearly, transfer
programs alone are not the
solution. The emphasis should
fall on creating greater economic
opportunities for the poor.

Regional Integration

The challenges presented by the
global economy have spotlighted
the importance of regional
economic integration. For
example, access to larger markets
within Mercosur—the Southern
Common Market created by
Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and
Uruguay in 1991—has allowed
member nations to exploit
economies of scale. This has
resulted in lower average produc-
tion costs and higher levels of
competition in the region.7

Additionally, joint ventures

among investors of different
member countries have resulted
in increased leverage in domestic
and international financial
markets and creation of new
business opportunities. Regional
integration has also increased
Latin America’s bargaining power
in negotiating trade agreements
with other trade areas. Contin-
ued economic integration in
Latin America is essential for the
region’s future economic devel-
opment.

South Meets North

The world has changed dramati-
cally in the last century and is
likely to keep changing at an
even faster rate in this new
century. During the past decade,
comprehensive privatization
programs, fiscal austerity, and
realistic monetary and exchange
rates policies under more demo-
cratic governments have changed
the face of Latin America.

Latin America faces both
enormous challenges and unique
opportunities in this new cen-
tury. To succeed in the rapidly
changing global economy, the
region needs to increase eco-
nomic efficiency and become
more productive and competi-
tive. To do so, it must continue on
the path of reform and increase
investment levels to close the
region’s gaps in technological and
human capital. To mitigate
accumulated social debt, the
region needs to double its cur-
rent levels of economic growth
and expand the access of the
poor to market opportunities.

There is no doubt that re-
gional economic integration is a
core condition for future devel-
opment in Latin America. Much
remains to be done, but a uni-
fied and strong Latin America
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will experience sustainable and
equitable economic development.■
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Development Bank, Washington,
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1. Import substitution is an economic
development strategy—using such tools as
quotas, tariffs, and government subsidies—
that a country employs to promote domestic
industry at the expense of foreign imports.

2. With the privatization of many state
enterprises especially in the 1990s, the
government role changed from a producer in
sectors such as public utilities—telephone

and energy, among others—to a regulator of
these new privatized enterprises. However,
there has been criticism that, in many cases,
the government has only transferred its own
monopolies to the private sector. Regulations
that can curtail abuse of market power by
monopolies and oligopolies and actions that
can increase competition in these sectors—
for example, more than one company for each
telephone market—could result in lower
prices paid by consumers for these services
now provided by the private sector.

3. See “Brazilian Economy Back from the
Brink,” Washington Post (April 1, 2000).

4. One important example of such regu-
lations is the adoption of minimum capital
adequacy requirements reflecting the risk
exposure of banks. On the supervision side,
supervisors should be able to monitor, for
example, loan portfolio concentrations, connect-
ing lending, and market risks taken by banks.

5. Transaction costs are the costs—in
terms of time, money, and inconvenience—of
buying and selling, in addition to the purchase
price. For instance, the investment in finding
suppliers or buyers is a transaction cost.

6. The technical design of many ports in
Latin America, especially in Brazil, is more
appropriate to import manufactured goods than
export grains, for example.

7. Given larger markets due to economic
integration, for example, many firms were
able to increase the use of their production
capacity, plants, and machinery; lower their
average costs, producing more with the same
or small changes in fixed costs; and thus
increase their levels of competitiveness.

8. The views expressed in this paper are
solely those of the authors and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the Inter-
American Development Bank.

NOTES
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Creating Media Savvy

S usan M. Fitzpatrick’s
article “Sensational News”
(FORUM, Fall 2000) is a

thoughtful and thought-provok-
ing analysis of the issue of
science reporting in the popular
press. While she advocates
communication between scien-
tists and the public, Fitzpatrick
argues that the journalistic
tradition, which presents a
steady stream of breakthroughs,
does not accurately reflect the
process of gradual growth and
consensus that establishes
scientific knowledge. Instead,
editorial decisions concerning
which stories to cover appear to
be based on whether findings
can be packaged in a spectacular
or controversial way. In the end,
this system may create public
enthusiasm for science, but
forcing scientific findings to fit
journalistic conventions will not
help the public understand
science.

The mass media are the main
communication channel between
scientists and the general public.
Since the general public depends
on the media for its information,
how can we close the gap be-
tween reporting science as news

and reporting science for under-
standing?

As science educators, we have
examined the behavior of the
universities, funding agencies,
and lobby groups that supply
media tip sheets and press
releases to the media. We have
also studied the nature of the
transmission, whether it honors
journalistic conventions or
editorial decisions. In the end,
we found that, rather than trying
to change the media’s message, a
more reasonable way to advance
the public’s understanding of
science may instead lie in chang-
ing the behavior or knowledge of
the receiver of the message.

That is, we must consider
what it means to be scientifically
literate in the Information Age—
an age in which there is an ever-
increasing volume and pace of
new and changing information.
We need to train students to
become citizens who can handle
information from a variety of
sources, including science
presented via journalistic conven-
tions. We suggest four ways to
foster students’ ability to become
critical consumers of research
presented in the media.

First, students need to under-
stand that science is a complex

human activity, not a collection
of facts, theories, and methods.
Scientific knowledge is built in
an incremental manner and is
subject to peer review that allows
a gradual building of consensus.
The public needs to know the
difference between textbook
science and newspaper science.
Formal science education often
presents reliable findings and
established theories. Newspaper
science, in contrast, is tentative,
preliminary, incomplete, and
presented in an attention-
catching style.

Second, students and citizens
need to understand some of the
key differences between how
research is conducted in the
human sciences—for example,
medical and social sciences—and
the natural sciences that com-
prise much of formal science
education. The human sciences
are more probabilistic, and there
is a greater need to consider the
boundary conditions and con-
straints on interpretation that
limit the extent to which a
finding can be generalized. The
disciplinary knowledge students
acquire about the earth, physical,
and life sciences may not help
them evaluate health and medi-
cal research.
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Third, students need to learn
how to deal with changing
information. For example, a
recent report indicates that a
low-fat, high-fiber diet does not
lower the risk of colon cancer. A
scientifically literate public
needs to understand how to
evaluate and reconcile the
apparent contradiction with
previous knowledge and how to
accommodate updated informa-
tion without becoming mistrust-
ful or cynical. In this example, it
could be the case that initial
studies on the preventative
effects of a high-fiber diet were
done with laboratory animals,
but a large-scale epidemiological
study with humans resulted in
different conclusions.

This example leads to our
fourth suggestion: we must teach
the interested public how to
follow up on a news report when
the findings presented are
personally relevant or important.
Rather than relying less on the
media, as Fitzpatrick suggests,
we need to educate scientifically
literate citizens to become more
savvy about how to live with the
media.

Corinne Zimmerman
Research Associate

Learning Research and
Development Center

University of Pittsburgh
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

Robert Glaser
Founding Director Emeritus and

University Professor
Learning Research and

Development Center
University of Pittsburgh

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

Sound Evidence,
Good Decisions

R esearchers have known
for some time that the
naturally occurring

organism Bacillus thuringiensis
(Bt) is toxic to certain insects,
and it has been used for decades
as a bacterial insecticide. Re-
cently, transgenic plant technol-
ogy has allowed researchers to
produce crops containing genes
that express proteins from the Bt
organism, which are toxic to
caterpillars and some beetle
larvae. Media response to this
development has been intense
because the topic evokes emotion
in the public and provokes
determined stances from oppo-
nents and proponents of the new
technology.

But Anthony Shelton and
Richard Roush have thrown a
note of caution into the media
frenzy in their article “Pest
Control, Rumor Control”
(FORUM, Fall 2000). These
scientists call for a balanced
approach in assessing informa-
tion on these so-called Bt crops,
especially the impact Bt crops
might have on nontarget organ-
isms that may be sensitive to the
same protein that acts as a pest-
control chemical. Their specific
concern is the response by the
media to a few papers that
examined the effect of pollen
from several corn hybrids on
monarch and black swallowtail
butterflies.

The first paper, from Cornell
University, immediately captured
the attention of environmental-
ists and media in Europe and
then in North America. As
Shelton and Roush point out,

the alarmist message this paper
sent was based on an improperly
performed experiment. In that
paper, the researchers did not
divulge the amount of pollen
that larvae of monarch butterflies
were exposed to nor the likeli-
hood that larvae in the wild
would ever encounter such an
undefined dose.

In comparison, a second
paper, published in the Proceed-
ings of the National Academy of
Sciences, provided a properly
designed series of experiments
whose results indicated that
dosages normally encountered by
larvae of black swallowtail
butterflies would not result in
harm. Not surprisingly, environ-
mentalists and the media paid
little attention to this study.

A third study on butterflies
and Bt corn pollen was pub-
lished soon after the authors
submitted their commentary to
FORUM. This paper was elec-
tronically published in Oecologia
by researchers at Iowa State
University, Laura Hansen and
John Obrycki, and was widely
described as a field trial that
supported the claims of the
Cornell experiment. This study
suffered from three flaws. It was
essentially a series of laboratory
bioassays that were not repli-
cated, it used such small num-
bers of larvae in each test as to
render the results meaningless,
and it again failed to demon-
strate the probable exposure of
larvae in the field.

The major concerns expressed
by Shelton and Roush are well
taken. The science of transgenic
technology is highly complex,
and issues relating to environ-
mental impact—such as the
distribution and effect of pollen
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shed from these plants—are not
simple. They involve an under-
standing of the ecology of the
corn crop, its weed competitors,
and the biology of these highly
visible butterflies. Shelton and
Roush are also concerned about
the desire of scientists to publish
their findings despite shortcom-
ings in their approach and the
tendency to extrapolate their
data beyond its measured limits.
Both of these issues feed a third
concern—a misunderstanding of
the detailed nature of the experi-
mentation, which results in
misleading conclusions by the
media, public interest groups,
and scientists themselves.

Creation of transgenic organ-
isms is a highly emotional issue
for some people; for others, it is
further proof that our lives are
increasingly regulated by tech-
nology and economic forces
outside of our control. The
authors contend that decision
making and progress in technol-
ogy is better served by deliberate
and thoughtful investigation by
cooperating scientists than by
reliance on whimsical rumors.
That is good advice. Fortunately,
such technology is highly regu-
lated in the United States and
Canada by government agencies
whose entire mandate is to assess
the risk versus the benefit of
these novel pest-management
technologies.

Up to this point, these agen-
cies have collected pertinent
data, made public disclosures of
their decision-making process,
brought in experts to advise
them on their decisions, and
drawn conclusions on the suit-
ability of each individual prod-
uct for commercial use. I have a
great deal of confidence in this
regulatory process that ulti-

mately draws on information
from well-considered data rather
than serendipitous rumor.

Mark K. Sears
Professor and Chair

Department of
Environmental Biology

University of Guelph
Guelph, Ontario

Future Perfect?

L aura Purdy makes a
convincing case that a
woman determined not

to give birth to a child with a
serious genetic disease is better
off using prenatal testing,
followed, if necessary, by abor-
tion, than to use preimplanta-
tion genetic diagnosis (“Empow-
erment or Danger,” FORUM,
Spring 2000). With prenatal
testing, safety and accuracy are
higher, and the pregnancy more
likely to be completed. Labora-
tory technologies used after
amniocentesis and chorionic
villus sampling have few false
positives and false negatives, and
the risk of induced miscarriage is
under 2 percent.

With preimplantation diagno-
sis, as Purdy notes, the patient
must undergo a regime of
painful hormone injections to
induce multiple-egg production.
After eggs are extracted and
fertilized, a cell must be removed
from any early embryos for
genetic testing. For the few
diseases in which preimplanta-
tion diagnosis has been used,
these tests are reasonably accu-
rate. Problems include side
effects from the treatment and
the low probability of complet-
ing a pregnancy successfully.
True success rates are unknown.

What are the broader implica-
tions of preimplantation diagno-
sis? One consideration is suffer-
ing. Physicians, the general
public, and potential mothers
often say they advocate testing to
prevent a child’s suffering, say,
from Tay-Sachs disease or cystic
fibrosis. How do we know
whether another person suffers,
especially a child with no other
experience in life? Adult handi-
capped persons commonly claim
they do not suffer physically, but
from social attitudes and envi-
ronmental inconveniences. At
present, preimplantation diagno-
sis is generally used for condi-
tions in which young children
die slowly and miserably in
apparent constant pain.

But let us look at some
feminist issues. First, most
journal articles on this topic
speak of a “couple” getting
preimplantation diagnosis.
Purdy is an exception. She makes
it clear that the woman is the
primary player. Yet a woman
may “choose” to comply with her
partner’s wishes. Second, al-
though there may be doubt
about a child’s experience of
suffering, there is no doubt that
a caretaker suffers. Yet, because
women have been socialized to
endure hardship and sacrifice for
their children, women may deny
that their own suffering should
be avoided or alleviated. Third, a
candidate for this procedure
often knows more about the fine
points of a disease than some
physicians who are international
experts, simply because she has
cared for a child dying slowly.
Fourth, whatever a woman
decides, she is likely to be
blamed, because our society
blames mothers. Some will say
she is a bad mother if she doesn’t
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welcome a handicapped child;
others will call her bad if she
fails to request a genetic assess-
ment of her fetus. The point is,
any consideration of the merits
or ethics of preimplantation
diagnosis needs to take into
account the implications for
women.

Also consider one fact that
determines a woman’s opportu-
nity to choose this procedure:
the gap between rich and poor.
Currently, preimplantation
diagnosis is available only to
women of the wealthy upper 2
percent on Earth. Some analysts
therefore speculate that handi-
capped and chronically ill
children will be born only to the
poor, who have few resources to
care for them, thus further
increasing the gap between rich
and poor. In my view this is
unlikely. Not only do the rich,
like the poor, carry through with
unplanned pregnancies, but the
technique is far from perfect and
not widely available nor gener-
ally known. Moreover, a low-
tech, less expensive prenatal
test—the triple-marker blood
test—is used with essentially all
pregnant women in California.
This program and an analogous
one in the United Kingdom have
resulted in almost no births of
children with the common
disabilities, Down Syndrome and
spina bifida. Nevertheless,
attempts to expand and improve
costly preimplantation diagnosis
are steps against equity and
social justice.

Currently, preimplantation
genetic diagnosis is used only
with known carriers of “serious”
genetic diseases in order to find
and discard embryos at risk. But
this is just the first step on a
technical slippery slope. Tech-

niques may be developed some
day for much more. Visionaries
maintain that, once science
progresses, “bad” genes will be
corrected through gene therapy.

Visionaries also propose that,
in addition to correcting “bad”
genes, we might introduce
“good” genes that enhance a
child’s qualities, such as intelli-
gence, musical ability, or athletic
prowess. The lure of gene
therapy and enhancement may
have even fueled the preimplan-
tation enterprise. The journey
from technical advances in
diagnostic procedures to devel-
opmental modification of human
embryos will be arduous. Experi-
ence with laboratory and farm
animals shows that miscalcula-
tions in where genes are incorpo-
rated into chromosomes can
disrupt other genes, perturb
development, and even cause
tumors. And those experiments
use single genes with well-
defined effects. But to genetically
engineer qualities means that
multiple genes must be inserted
correctly and this greatly increases
the margin of error.

Yet Lee Silver, the author of
Remaking Eden (New York, NY:
Avon Books, 1997) is optimistic.
He believes that the strong desire
of parents to design their chil-
dren will fuel market pressure
that will inspire scientists to
overcome the considerable
technical obstacles. He proposes
that the creation and introduc-
tion of artificial chromosomes
with genes for many enhance-
ment traits will not disrupt
existing chromosomes. Silver
predicts that, some 300 years
from now, after the rich have
steadily incorporated desirable
traits into their children, hu-
mans will comprise two species

that cannot interbreed: the
GenRich and the Naturals.

I see another slippery slope if
attempts succeed in making
preimplantation genetic diagno-
sis and prenatal testing cheaper
and more easily available. Con-
ceiving an embryo at home and
then flushing it out of the womb
is one such method. After
diagnosis, only a disease-free
embryo would be reintroduced
into the womb. A second
method is to test a pregnant
woman’s blood or urine at home
using a kit to assess genes in the
few fetal cells that cross the
placenta. To date, both methods
are fraught with technical
difficulties; yet who knows what
the financial incentives from the
popularity of do-it-yourself kits
might inspire.

But there is also a moral
slippery slope. Choosing to give
birth to a child with no horrible
genetic disease seems commend-
able. After all, our society lets
rich parents provide their chil-
dren with music and skating
lessons. Why not genetically
engineer a child with specific
talent genes? But where is the
line between enhancing a child’s
opportunities and controlling
that child’s destiny? Suppose
after either genetic or environ-
mental modification, a child
refuses figure-skating lessons,
preferring to paint with water-
colors or join the debating team?
Will parents be verbally or
physically abusive if they have
invested money in that child?
And all designs go out the
window if she becomes a drug
addict or an alcoholic. People
who bring a child into the world
cannot guard against all vicissi-
tudes of life itself or the
unengineered traits of that child.
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Why are we put on Earth?
Many religions have some variant
of the command to go forth and
multiply; but in interpreting
that exhortation, religions may
differ. In our duty to reproduce,
is it also our duty to take what
comes and use strength from
God to handle any difficulties in
raising such children? On the
other hand, in the view of some
faiths, God put us on Earth with
brains so that we could be co-
creators: it is our duty to correct
the mistakes in God’s imperfect
creation. It is not merely that we
are allowed to correct genetic
flaws, it is our duty to do so. In
one view, we must not play God;
in the other, we must.

Let’s turn back to Purdy’s
central question: Are these
technologies empowerment or
danger? A socially empowered
rich woman may choose to
gamble and submit her body to
high-tech medicine to avoid
caring for a disabled child. But
Western society, not an indi-
vidual, is in danger: we are not
empowered by being subjected
to entrepreneurs who increase
the gap between rich and poor
and devise more techniques for
eliminating diversity among us.

Helen Bequaert Holmes
Center for Genetics,
Ethics and Women

Amherst, Massachusetts

Local Power

N o other region of the
country has the mix of
investor-owned and

consumer-owned or municipally
owned utilities that we see in the
four Northwest states. And no
other region of the country is as
blessed—and challenged—by
the benefits and costs of its
hydroelectric resources. C. Clark
Leone has done a thorough job
describing the history of electric-
ity service in the Pacific North-
west and the formidable chal-
lenges and pressures facing our
system today (“Quo Vadis?”
FORUM, Summer 2000). The
question now is whether and
how the natural and structural
strengths of the Northwest can
be adapted to a changing na-
tional environment.

Many of the pressures now
affecting electricity policy in the
Northwest are not of the region’s
making. Federal policies that
foster competitive wholesale
power markets, that separate
transmission from generation
interests, and that encourage
retail competition may benefit
other regions of the country, but
these policies are proving awk-
ward to apply in the Pacific
Northwest.

The federal government owns
more than two-thirds of the
high-voltage transmission sys-
tems, and it markets more than
half the Northwest’s power
generation. Thermal generation
and transmission in our region
have been built by public and
private interests to operate in a
cooperative way and to optimize
the benefits of the Columbia
River power system. This system
was not built with competition
in mind. But it delivers average

power costs that are among the
lowest in the nation.

Recent supply problems and
dramatically higher prices in the
competitive wholesale power
market suggest that competition
in this market is far from mature,
dependable, and stable. Expos-
ing all customers to the kind of
price volatility experienced here
recently by some industrial
customers, who chose market-
pricing over cost-based rates,
would impose on smaller cus-
tomers risks that are hard to
justify in light of the benefits of
the existing system.

The challenge for the Pacific
Northwest—utilities and state
regulators alike—will be to
encourage a federal policy that is
flexible enough to permit the
citizens of the Northwest to
continue to realize the benefits
and shoulder the costs of our
region’s unique electric service
industry. Utilities, state utility
regulators, and state policy-
makers all face the task of pro-
tecting the interests of the
public as the electric industry
changes. We will not be able to
do so if federal policy preempts
local control and regional and
state solutions.

Electricity is a fundamental
part of the infrastructure that
fuels our economy and ensures
our quality of life. Uncertainty
about its availability, and insta-
bility in its price, will have
inevitable consequences for the
economy and consumers,
whether electricity is supplied by
public or private utilities, and
whether electricity is sold
competitively or not. Electricity
will always be subject to some
form of government regulatory
oversight. As the industry
becomes more dominated by
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national and even global dynam-
ics, is there a role for local and
state regulation?

I share Leone’s view that
oversight close to the consumers
and industries whose interests
are at stake has served us well in
the past and should not be lost
in the future.

Marilyn Showalter
Chairwoman

Washington Utilities &
Transportation Commission

Olympia, Washington

Rural Challenge

For years, rural schools
have been accused of
failing to raise the aca-

demic performance of students
to levels achieved in urban and
suburban counterparts. It is
refreshing to find an upbeat
assessment of the benefits that
accrue to students attending
rural schools in our nation.
Robert Gibbs, in “The Challenge
Ahead for Rural Schools”
(FORUM, Spring 2000), pre-
sents a balanced perspective of
the positive and not so positive
features of our country’s rural
education system.

Certainly, the gains have been
remarkable in many rural schools
over the past two decades. As
Gibbs notes, rural schools have
caught up with urban schools on
math, reading, and standardized
test scores in science. Further-
more, rural schools have one
advantage that most urban
schools do not—smaller enroll-
ment. In these smaller settings,
social bonds between students

and teachers, administrators,
parents, and community groups
are often stronger than in urban
schools. These nurturing rela-
tionships can be critical in
advancing the academic progress
and aspirations of rural students.

At the same time, as Gibbs
points out, rural schools have
their drawbacks, in particular in
terms of teacher pay, quality of
teachers, and school curricula.
Urban teachers are more likely to
have graduate degrees and
therefore command higher
salaries than rural teachers.
Furthermore, because they have
more resources, urban schools
can offer a broader variety of
courses, giving urban students a
leg up when entering college.

I agree with Gibbs that
schools play an important role in
improving the lot of rural youth.
An issue that Gibbs addresses
less forcefully, but which is vital
to the long-term academic
success of students, is the role
that parents and communities
can play in promoting the
educational progress of rural
youth. Indeed, Gibbs acknowl-
edges that the socioeconomic
status of parents, as well as the
type of jobs available in local
communities, can influence the
type of investments students are
likely to make in their human
capital. But Gibbs offers little
detail on how to shore up the
capacity of parents and commu-
nities to make a difference in the
lives of children.

Yet the value that parents
place on education, coupled with
their aspirations for their
children’s long-term educational
plans, has important bearing on
educational progress. In rural
families, parental aspirations for
their children fall short of the

expectations shown by parents of
urban and suburban students.
Why then are we not devoting
more resources to strengthening
the ability of rural parents to
create strong home environments
where high educational aspira-
tions are valued? I am convinced
that expanded investments in the
home will lead to a higher level
of school performance.

At the same time, communi-
ties have a strong impact on the
educational potential of local
children. A community’s invest-
ment should not be limited to
funding local schools. It must
include efforts on the part of the
whole community to provide
students with programs, organi-
zations, and activities that foster
social relationships—between
students and peers as well as
students and adults. Positive
social interactions can instill in
students the confidence they
need to realize their educational
potential.

Without question, rural
schools have come a long way
over the past two decades, and
expanded investments in these
educational institutions must
remain a high priority. It is the
active engagement of parents and
communities, however, that will
undergird the educational
progress made by students.
Strategies to further improve
rural education must recognize
the important tripartite relation-
ship among schools, the home,
and the community.

Lionel J. Beaulieu
Director

Southern Rural
Development Center

Mississippi State University
Mississippi State, Mississippi
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Power Surge
BY DAVID FRESHWATERBY DAVID FRESHWATERBY DAVID FRESHWATERBY DAVID FRESHWATERBY DAVID FRESHWATER

R ichard Hirsh has taken
on a heroic task in
trying to explain the
origins of electricity

deregulation in the United
States. Power Loss: The Origins of
Deregulation and Restructuring in
the American Electric Utility
System provides an exhaustive
review of the events that led to
deregulation.

Electricity deregulation has
been in the public eye for less
than a decade but, as Hirsh
points out, the process began in
the 1970s, with the slowing of
technological progress for large
generation plants, the first
energy crisis, and the beginnings
of the environmental challenge
to reduce consumption of power.
These events sowed the first
seeds of discontent with a
regulatory system that was
established at the beginning of
the last century.

In the last few years, the
power industry has led efforts to
end regulation. Early in the 20th
century, however, the industry
saw regulation as a way to ensure
stable profits, block competition
from municipal power systems,
and prevent regulation by local
government.

Hirsh first describes the
evolution of a consensus that

favored public regula-
tion by investor-
owned power compa-
nies, which were
profiting from falling
unit costs and rising
per capita consump-
tion of electricity.
Subsequently, expan-
sion of demand and
cheap electricity masked the fact
that integrated power compa-
nies, which owned the power
plants as well as the distribution
system, were gaining control of
the regulators. In this period,
power companies lauded regula-
tion as the source of steadily
declining power costs.

The Public Utility Regulatory
Policies Act of 1978 (PURPA)
unleashed forces that would
change that scenario. From
Hirsh’s perspective, this response
to the energy problems of the
1970s marked the beginning of
the forces that led to deregula-
tion. A series of decisions, taken
in isolation, led steadily to
structural change in the industry
and a fragmentation of interests.
Amazingly, the environment we
now find ourselves in was not the
result of a clear strategy to
change the nature of the indus-
try, but rather a series of incre-
mental changes that cumula-

tively destabilized an
industrial structure.
PURPA introduced
competition in
generation, but it
also introduced a new
federal regulatory role
that intruded upon
state regulation. In
addition, the decision

to require independent power
producers to be paid a high price
for their power stimulated far
more production than had been
anticipated and triggered the
beginnings of the large produc-
ers’ opposition to regulation.

Conservation efforts also
evolved during the 1980s. At
first, programs designed to slow
the construction of new genera-
tion facilities through greater
energy efficiency and conserva-
tion began to evolve. Initially,
high interest rates made the
construction of new facilities
uneconomical, and power
companies showed some enthusi-
asm for the concept. But the
long-term profitability of the
industry, which depended on
ever-increasing power sales,
suffered. This led to another
dilemma; if managing demand
for power was a worthy social
goal, then the regulatory system
had to be modified to eliminate
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the incentive for adding genera-
tion capacity and increasing
demand.

In the mid-1990s, new
technologies—specifically
combined-cycle gas turbines—
allowed low-cost power to be
generated in small increments by
small, independent power
producers. These changes radi-
cally altered the underlying
technology of an industry that
had traditionally relied upon
building ever-larger  plants to
reduce generation costs. In
addition, regulators began trying
to fund comprehensive energy-
efficiency programs by selectively
increasing the rates paid by large
industrial customers. The
increased competition and extra
regulatory costs fragmented the
supply and demand elements of
the industry. Traditional power
producers faced higher costs than
many of the new independent
power producers. Moreover,
large industrial customers with
significant internal incentives to
control costs saw no reason to
subsidize conservation incentives
for small-volume customers. In
1992, the introduction of
wholesale wheeling allowed low-
cost producers to link up with
large-volume customers. Thus,
the consensus that had been in
place for almost 100 years
ended.

Hirsh’s story ends as deregula-
tion goes into effect in the late
1990s. Given the piecemeal
evolution of deregulation, we
shouldn’t be surprised by recent
price spikes, supply shortages,
and waves of mergers and take-
overs. Perhaps the most impor-
tant lesson of Power Loss is that
as long as the industry consid-
ered it to be the most beneficial
type of market structure, the old

regulatory structure prevailed
with few challenges. Opinion in
the industry changed in part
because of technological change,
and in part because of external
events such as the energy crisis.
But change also occurred  to a
great extent because public
policy altered the regulatory
environment in important ways.

Power Loss, despite its breadth
and depth, is an easy book to
read. Hirsh manages to balance
facts with interesting vignettes
about the key players in the
evolution of the industry. His
thesis—that there was a break-
down of the industry consensus
that favored regulation—pro-
vides an intriguing explanation
of the electricity industry.
Executives of the investor-owned
utilities, who had supported
regulation, switched their
opinion when regulation became
a burden to their firms. Only
then did they argue for freer
markets.

Hirsh’s argument fits neatly
into the standard model of
regulatory capture: the special
interests of the regulated indus-
try overwhelm the public inter-
est. If Hirsh’s analysis is correct,
deregulation may ultimately be
better for consumers than the
old model, because the industry
will have a harder time manipu-
lating markets than manipulat-
ing regulators.

Hirsh’s analysis, however, has
a few missing pieces. In particu-
lar, he pays little attention to the
role of federal power, municipal
electric systems, and rural
electric cooperatives. These each
play a significant part in the
industry. In addition, Hirsh
acknowledges that some states
may have provided more-effective
supervision of the industry than

others. This makes his warning
of the dangers of regulatory
capture less compelling. Hirsh
also does not examine the effect
of a growing role for federal
regulation as closely as he might.
Today, a general trend is to
reduce the scope of federal
regulatory action, either by
deregulation or by having
regulation take place at the state
level. Instead, the federal role in
the electric power industry is
increasing. This may have
contributed to the wave of
mergers within the industry as
firms recognize they now face a
single regulator.

While regulatory change was
supposed to increase competition
and lower the cost of electricity,
the rapid consolidation of the
industry suggests that monopoly
power may be growing. Recent
shortfalls in supply certainly
seem to contradict widespread
promises of cheap power. Al-
though these changes are not
what the advocates of reducing
state-based regulation promised,
they are consistent with Hirsh’s
belief that the electric industry
always acts to protect its own
interest. Assessing the magnitude
of the actual benefits to society
from deregulation and restruc-
turing in the American electric
utility system will require
another book.■

Richard F. Hirsh, Power Loss:
The Origins of Deregulation and
Restructuring in the American
Electric Utility System (Boston,
MA: MIT Press, 2000); 406 pp.;
cloth, $50.00.

David Freshwater
Department of
Agricultural Economics
University of Kentucky
Lexington, Kentucky
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Hard Rock Blues
BY BRUCE FARLINGBY BRUCE FARLINGBY BRUCE FARLINGBY BRUCE FARLINGBY BRUCE FARLING

I f there is a poster child
for mining gone bad in
the West, it’s Montana’s
Mike Horse Mine, the

focus of David Stiller’s new
book, Wounding the West: Mon-
tana, Mining, and the Environ-
ment.

Stiller painstakingly recon-
structs the beginnings, heyday,
fall, and polluted aftermath of
operations at the Mike Horse
Mine near Lincoln and the
surrounding Heddleston Mining
District. His historical review of
one mine illustrates how hard-
rock mining established a larger
foothold in the West. He also
relates how this industry’s
footprint has left daunting
problems such as acid mine
drainage, huge quantities of
metals-laden wastes, and pol-
luted streams.

Aside from cataloguing min-
ing arcana and exposing the
warts of an industry, Stiller also
explores the cleanup strategy
being used at this abandoned
mine. He suggests that the
approach might be deployed
elsewhere to more effectively
correct the problems associated
with the 557,000 abandoned
mines that have been left
unreclaimed in 32 states, mainly
in the West.

Stiller recounts how the
companies now liable for elimi-
nating the pollution from the
Mike Horse—New York-based
Asarco, absorbed since the book

was written by a Mexi-
can conglomerate, and
the Atlantic Richfield
Company, recently
merged with Amoco
and then absorbed by
British Petroleum—
supposedly cooperated
with the state of Mon-
tana on what they call a
voluntary cleanup plan. This
plan, negotiated at the state
level, helped these companies
avoid a more rigorous regulatory
approach that would have been
required had the project been
listed as a federal Superfund site.

I was once directly involved in
influencing cleanup of the Mike
Horse Mine. Just how voluntary
the effort has been is a matter of
dispute. Also in dispute is how
effective ongoing attempts at
reclamation and pollution
cleanup will eventually be.
Asarco recently convinced the
state of Montana to relax water-
quality standards in nearby
streams to accommodate the
shortcomings of the experimental
water-treatment system the
company is using for its aban-
doned mines in the Heddleston
District.

Located in the headwaters of
the fabled Big Blackfoot River,
the Mike Horse and its aban-
doned underground workings,
waste piles, and polluted dis-
charges are not unusual in scale
compared to similar unreclaimed
mines around the West. But the

Mike Horse has become
an icon of environmen-
tal degradation in
Montana. Photographs
of its main portal and
the burnt-orange,
metals-rich brew it
discharged have ap-
peared on numerous
front page stories and in

televised news reports about the
state’s mining legacy. The Mike
Horse is so notorious its mug
shot could be on the wall at the
post office.

This notoriety helped make
the Mike Horse a cleanup
priority in Montana, which
Stiller says has an estimated
20,000 to 26,000 abandoned
hard-rock mines covering 234
square miles and polluting 1,300
miles of streams.

Stiller explains how hard-rock
mines have been developed and
how one corporate giant, the
Anaconda Mining Company,
used its extensive mineral wealth
to control a state. The book also
recounts how mining contami-
nated the water and killed trout
in one of Montana’s most
beloved rivers, the Big Blackfoot,
which served as the backdrop for
Norman Maclean’s popular
novella, A River Runs Through It,
later adapted for the screen by
Robert Redford.

However, Stiller, a hydrologist
and environmental consultant,
dwells too long on the technical
nuances of hard-rock mining and
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on the geochemistry associated
with the extraction of metals
from the Heddleston District.
This amount of detail could lose
lay readers. In addition, he
devotes an inordinate amount of
space telling the story of the
Kornec brothers, two elderly,
old-school miners who have lived
much of their lives in the
Heddleston Mining District.
Though the Kornecs’ tales are
interesting, and by many ac-
counts they are gentlemanly
sorts, their prominent role in the
book reinforces the myth of the
crusty prospector, the wise-
cracking Walter Brennan loner
with mule and shovel. It is
uncertain whether such charac-
ters ever were, or still are, a part
of western American culture. In
fact, the role of the lone prospec-
tor hiding out in the woods
living on a shoestring and
making important mineral finds
has been unimportant since the
days of, say, the Spanish-Ameri-
can War.

Curiously, Stiller never really
explores in detail whether the
General Mining Law of 1872,

the antediluvian statute that says
mineral development trumps
other values of public lands in
the West, should be chucked or
refined. The mining lobby has
successfully defended this law
from much tweaking, and the
statute was exploited to its
fullest in developing the Mike
Horse Mine. The law gives away
public minerals for free and is
devoid of reclamation require-
ments. Its patenting provisions
turn public land into private
holdings, and it is the reason
some of the West’s backwoods
miners—few of whom make
much of a living on mining—
now live on tracts surrounded by
federal land. In fact, Stiller never
says how the Kornec family came
to live in a chunk of country
surrounded by national forest. It
is probable the Kornecs live on
land once owned by Uncle Sam,
since the 1872 Mining Law
allowed miners to buy the tract
they worked on for no more than
$5 an acre.

Wounding the West is an
interesting read for anyone
seeking to learn the basics of how

metals mines have been devel-
oped in the West. It also offers
important lessons on western
mine pollution and the culture
of the mining industry. How-
ever, determining what audience
Stiller aims to reach is difficult.
It is at once a technical read, a
historical treatment, a folksy
tale, and a policy tract. The book
is a bit long on technical expla-
nations and mining history, and
it is a little too easy on the
mining culture. Though it’s an
interesting read for a Montanan,
the author missed an opportu-
nity to use his exploration of the
past to tell us how mining
should occur in the future.■

David Stiller, Wounding the
West: Montana, Mining and the
Environment (Lincoln, NB, and
London, UK: University of
Nebraska Press, 2000); 212 pp.;
cloth, $25.00

Bruce Farling
Executive Director
Montana Trout Unlimited
Missoula, Montana
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Spaced Out
BY ROBIN M. ELLERTHORPEBY ROBIN M. ELLERTHORPEBY ROBIN M. ELLERTHORPEBY ROBIN M. ELLERTHORPEBY ROBIN M. ELLERTHORPE

F or Lars Lerup, the
original concept
of the metropolis—
which the ancient

Greeks defined as a mixture of
public and private space where
the citizen is encouraged to
participate in democratic activ-
ity—is obsolete.

In After the City, Lerup, dean
of the Rice School of Architec-
ture, begins the reader’s journey
with a series of photographs and
essays that juxtapose the ele-
ments—natural and fabricated,
intended and unintended—that
make up today’s urban and
suburban environments. One
photograph, for instance, shows
a foreground oil derrick against a
background skyscraper.

Because so much has changed
in the translation of our urban
environments, Lerup invents a
vocabulary to capture the ideas
and ideals of urban design as
intention and mishap, perhaps
to describe the alienation most of
us sense without understanding
or being able to articulate. To
further substantiate his thought,
he reflects on historic prece-
dents. He then considers the use
of space in residential design,
based on his research on livable
spaces. Finally, he discusses what
should be done with the leftover
spaces—those areas in between
planned developments, what he
refers to as doublespace—in order
to make it understandable or
urbane.

apertures in the open
city.” In a more modern
context, he describes the
architecture of distance,
where the panoramic
view afforded by the
open U leads to a
perception of middle

distance, or the area in-between,
ending with the foreground—
“the scale of the user.”

Lerup makes extensive use of
metaphor. For example, Hous-
ton—especially as seen from his
office on the 28th floor of a
building overlooking a canopy of
trees at odds with the commer-
cial and residential structures
intersecting it—is the ghost of
unregulated sprawl, a result of
market-driven development. A
Chevrolet Suburban is symbolic
of the sheltering of suburban
inhabitants as they commute to
work. For Lerup, the sports
utility vehicle embodies the big
footprint we choose to inflict on
our environment. That bigness is
replicated in the sprawl of cities
and suburbs and the extravagant
size of commercial and residen-
tial buildings.

After the City is rich with
references to architectural history
and historians of architecture,
including the 20th-century
Italian architectural theorist
Manfredo Tafuri, who railed
against “the merciless commer-
cialization of the urban environ-
ment.” Lerup uses this as a
jumping-off point in focusing on

Lerup’s focus on
architectural history
helps him to frame his
view of the America we
live in. The Pantheon in
Rome, for instance, is an
historic example of
doublespace, a concept he
creates to help us visualize the
areas that urban edges define
along with the spaces that are in-
between as we go from home-
space to work-space to entertain-
ment-space. In defining
doublespace, Lerup refers to the
Pantheon as a corpse with empty
space between the outer stone
skin of the building and adjacent
walls that represent the structure
and the inner core of the build-
ing. His reference is pointed—
the space between metropolitan
developments is also empty,
unused, and disconnected from
the environments that have
purpose.

 Jefferson’s design for the
University of Virginia, an ex-
ample of an architect’s intent
usurped by later architects’
misguided design, is emblematic
of what happens in our urban
and suburban environments.
Jefferson’s original design left
one end of a green lawn open “to
the frontier” while framing three
sides with promenades and a
rotunda. The 19th-century
architectural firm of McKim,
Meade, and White later closed
the U. Lerup interprets this as
“an attempt to close and dam all
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After the Flood
BY CHRIS HANNIBAL-PACI

It should come as no
surprise that North
American identities are
enmeshed with Aboriginal

cultures, despite the representa-
tion of Aboriginal cultures in
mainstream society as marginal.
Since colonial times, indigenous
images have been appropriated
by national and historical sites,
advertising, and school curricula.
Many North Americans are well
aware their roots are intertwined
with multiple cultures, yet these
sites and cultures are dissociated
from a spiritual connection to
the land.

Social and Environmental
Impacts of the James Bay Hydro-
electric Project is an interdiscipli-
nary collection by distinguished
Canadian and American authors
on the controversy surrounding
hydroelectric development of
Cree and Inuit ancestral lands of
northern Quebec. The collection
provides a narrow wedge of

detached expert
analysis on the topic.
However, if we read it
with a critical eye to
the cultural material-
ism of North American
identities, we find the
historical roots linking
development and the
displacement of
indigenous cultures.

Harold Innis, in his seminal
works on the frontier economics
of North America—The Cod
Fisheries: An International
Economy (1954), and The Fur
Trade in Canada (1962)— saw
the historic development of the
lands and resources of Canada
shift from furs and fish to
agriculture and industrial
development. Yet Innis had
relatively little to say about
Aboriginal lifeways, economies,
title to the land, and rights to
live off its bounty.

Those who followed Colum-

bus ashore had no clear
vision—material or
spiritual—for the
future. Ever since,
Amerindians and new-
comers have been locked
in a trajectory of devel-
opment and change, and
it has become painfully
clear 500 years later
that the meetings of

many cultures have produce
mixed results. Indigenous people
have seen their cultures attacked,
and they have survived with
varying degrees of success.
Settlers and their descendants
have emulated, romanticized,
acculturated, and destroyed
many aboriginal cultures. The
growth of two nations, Canada
and America, in fact, succeeded
through a complex set of nego-
tiations, denial, and acceptance
of aboriginal cultures. Contact in
1492, however, was just the
beginning. Impacts of the James

America and the suburban
metropolis.

For the lay reader, Lerup’s
language may seem highly
academic. Ironically, Lerup
laments the lack of access the lay
person has to particular profes-
sions such as architecture, yet
the words he invents and the
metaphors he creates may not
sufficiently describe concepts

critical to understanding After
the City. Nonetheless, the book
will appeal to those at ease with
20th century architectural
concepts.

Lerup’s images are idiosyn-
cratic, yet haunting. After the
City gives a valuable new frame-
work for understanding our
emerging metropolis
environment.■

Lars Lerup, After the City
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
2000); 228 pp.; cloth, $24.99.

Robin M. Ellerthorpe, FAIA
Director of Facilities Consulting
OWP&P Consultants
Chicago, Illinios
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Bay reminds us that the spiri-
tual, physical, and intellectual
colonization of indigenous
peoples continues to the present.

The James Bay project was
made public in 1971 as the
largest hydroelectric project in
North America. Phase One, La
Grande Complexe, completed in
1981, is an engineering marvel
made possible by a political
accommodation of Cree and
Inuit in 1975. Through the
collective and individual efforts
of James Bay aboriginal commu-
nities, environmentalists, aca-
demics, lawyers, and politicians,
however, the construction of
Phase Two, the Great Whale, or
Grande Baleine, hydroelectric
project has been successfully
suspended.

Phase One of the James Bay
project was not the first
megascale power project in the
sub-Arctic, but it is the largest.
Stanley Warner and Raymond
Coppinger, in their chapter on
“Hydroelectric Power Develop-
ment at James Bay: Establishing
a Frame of Reference,” estimate
the project generates 15,613
megawatts per year and has a
reservoir surface area of 15,613
square kilometers. The James
Bay project followed closely
upon the completion of the
generating stations of Kelsey in
1960 and Kettle Rapids in 1966
on the Nelson River in Cree
ancestral lands of northern
Manitoba.

The Manitoba template of
hydro-development established
the economic engine of that
province without due care for
environmental and social impacts
and with total disregard for Cree
and Métis lifeways. The Nelson
River project did not require
political accommodation with

the aboriginal population until
well after its completion, because
there was no precedent for
including these communities in
the process. A significant change
resulting from the James Bay
project was the requirement to
consult Cree and Inuit and gain
their consent to complete the
project. Aboriginal consent,
however, did not lend meta-
physical legitimacy to what was
conceived of as a purely physical
alteration of the environment.
Nevertheless, Phase One would
not have survived the pioneering
environmental and legal chal-
lenges without that consent.
Since those heady days of the
1970s, we have a better under-
standing of changes that sprang
from the project.

In their chapter “James Bay:
Environmental Considerations
for Building Large Hydroelectric
Dams and Reservoirs in Que-
bec,” Coppinger and Will Ryan
provide a scientific perspective
on hydroelectric development.
Including Cree and Inuit tradi-
tional knowledge, especially in
considering cumulative impacts,
could have made their case much
stronger. The James Bay project
was heralded by Quebecois as
securing their economic sover-
eignty, but it was equally de-
monized by Cree, Inuit, and
environmentalists as leading to
the devastation of immense tracts
of lands and waters supporting
traditional aboriginal lifeways.
Post-impact analysis should
mirror such diverse opinion.
Coppinger and Ryan ultimately
fail to voice aboriginal views and
to balance advocacy with what
could otherwise have been an
excellent overview of hydroelec-
tric development.

While the essays suggest a

diversity of views, voices from
the bay are noticeably absent
from this distant look at James
Bay. Adrian Tanner’s essay,
“Culture, Social Change, and
Cree Opposition to the James
Bay Hydroelectric Development”
is one exception. The collection
would have been stronger had it
included as well the voices of a
highly politicized and knowledge-
able group of Cree and Inuit
spokespersons educated in mass
media communications, on the
topic of hydroelectric impacts.

Oran Young, in “Introduction
to the Issues,” contributes a
somewhat myopic, if not out-
right mythical, overview of the
origins of hydroelectric develop-
ment in North America. He
describes the Canadian experi-
ence, indeed hydroelectricity
policy in the rest of the world, as
a product of the American New
Deal and experience of the Great
Depression. In fact, the roots of
hydroelectric development in
Canada can be traced to 1916,
when Leo Denis, hydroelectric
engineer to the Commission of
Conservation, and J. B. Challies,
superintendent of the Water-
Power Branch of the Department
of Interior, collected and pre-
sented data on the hydrology of
all major and minor rivers in the
greater part of western Canada.
Their field studies began in
1894 and were first reported in
1911 to the Commission of
Conservation, chaired by Sir
Clifford Sifton and established
through the Conservation Act of
Edward VII (1909).  In 1916,
Denis and Challies published a
study of the hydrology of the
major rivers and streams and
their hydroelectric potential,
Water-Powers of Manitoba,
Saskatchewan and Alberta.
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Commission of Conservation
Canada, Committee on Waters
and Water-Powers. Their work
drew attention to the develop-
mental potential rather than the
environmental or cultural conse-
quences of large hydroelectric
projects.

Indeed, environmental histo-
ries of development projects,
specifically for hydroelectric
development, are rare. A recent
example is Cross-Currents, a
historiography of hydroelectric
systems in Northern Ontario by
Jean Manore. Manore identifies
several stages of development
since 1880 and charts hydro
development as a process of
establishing public and voter
support, suppressing aboriginal
rights, implementing technologi-
cal innovation, and creating
industrial demand. These
features were catalysts for a
movement of independent

exploration and exploitation of
rivers for hydro dams to serve
primarily private industrial
interests. There was nothing new
in the 1970s, when private
interests were consolidated into
public support for development
by submerging aboriginal rights
and environmental issues. This
changed significantly after 1982,
when legal assertions of aborigi-
nal rights and title emerged, and
the public, increasingly aware of
the destructive impacts of hydro
as a green technology, withdrew
its support for megaprojects.
Canadian courts, and possibly
also the public, have begun to
affirm aboriginal title and rights.
In addition, universities have
encouraged interdisciplinary
research groups, studies, confer-
ences, and books, to investigate
complex problems, in particular
those of the aboriginal popula-
tions.

Those without any knowledge
of the James Bay project will find
this collection a concise and
informative window to James Bay
and hydroelectric development
in general. However, it offers no
solution to the cultural and
environmental problems of
hydroelectric development. But
perhaps its greatest failure is that
it offers no integration of western
scientific knowledge with tradi-
tional Cree and Inuit knowledge.■

James F. Horning ed., Social
and Environmental Impacts of the
James Bay Hydroelectric Project
(Montreal, PQ: McGill-Queen’s
University Press, 1999), 169
pp.; cloth, $60; paper, $24.95.

Chris Hannibal-Paci
First Nations Studies
University of Northern
British Columbia
Prince George, British Columbia
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