
P
o lluti on ; ozone dep l eti on ; s t a rva ti on ; m a l nutri ti on ; d i s-
e a s e ; poverty; i ll i terac y; w a rs ; corru pti on ; nu clear war….
The list of d i s a s ters looming on hu m a n i ty ’s hori zon wi ll
a lw ays be lon g. Som etimes true catastrophes thre a ten ,
other hazards are more routine—part of the innate
tra gedy and va ri a bi l i ty of l i fe on a dynamic planet .

In d ivi du a l s , a s s oc i a ti on s , and en ti re govern m ents have tri ed
to ward of f what they perceive as the gre a test risks to civi l i z a ti on .
Prob a bly the most loudly procl a i m ed danger tod ay is gl ob a l
w a rm i n g. In 1998 and 1999, 84 co u n tries sign ed the Kyo to Pro-
tocol de s i gn ed to limit the gl obal em i s s i on of c a rbon diox i de
and other greenhouse ga s e s . Su per- s m a rt eggh e ads are bu s i ly
working to perfect cars that run on batteri e s , and ways to lock
c a rbon diox i de aw ay under gro u n d . L a r ge subsidies are bei n g
d i rected to solar and wind en er gi e s .

Yet more pede s trian calamities inflict tod ay ’s harshest to ll on
hu m a n i ty. AIDS kills mill i ons every ye a r, and harsh deb a tes ra ge
over how to stop it—absti n en ce? con doms? su b s i d i zed dru gs ?
Mi ll i ons live in poverty. What is the best way to battle materi a l
depriva ti on—lift trade barri ers? impose trade barri ers? give
m ore aid? give less aid?

De s p i te hu ge initi a tives and lavish spen d i n g, vast stretches of
Asia and Af rica con ti nue to be afflicted by the sco u r ges of
hu n ger and disease. S t a rva ti on has not disappe a red . Ma l a ria and
tu berculosis are making com eb ack s . Simple lack of s a n i t a ti on
s ti ll kills mill i on s . G en ocidal wars and derel i ct dict a tors con-
ti nue to take their ugly to ll . While air and water have go t ten
mu ch cl e a n er in indu s tri a l i zed nati on s , m a ny Th i rd and Secon d
World co u n tries are badly fouling their own envi ron m en t s .

Amid this cro s s - c u rrent of dem a n d s , and the re a l i ty of l i m-
i ted probl em - s o lving re s o u rce s , h ow can the planet best be

i m proved? Bjorn Lom bor g, a univers i ty profe s s or from Den-
m a rk and eco l ogist tu rn ed “s keptical envi ron m en t a l i s t ,” h a s
a r g u ed that met h odical re a s on , not em o ti on , must govern our
dec i s i on s . ( See “Land Wa r: An Eco l ogical Optimist and Hi s
Cri ti c s ,” TA E, Ma rch 2002) Deal with the most dire threats firs t ,
he co u n s el s , worry abo ut the others later. Lom bor g’s pri ori ti z a-
ti on stra tegy might sound obvi o u s , but it is not the way prob-
l ems are ad d re s s ed tod ay, and if i m p l em en ted would bring rad i-
cal ch a n ges to the way we think and opera te . Am ong other
t h i n gs , it would mean ign ori n g — for now—the cen terp i ece of
envi ron m en t - e s t a bl i s h m ent panic: cl i m a te ch a n ge .

Two ye a rs ago, a group headed by Lom bor g, form er director
of the Danish Envi ron m ental As s e s s m ent In s ti tute , began a jour-
n ey tow a rd gl obal well - being by tracking down “the worl d ’s
gre a test econ om i s t s” and hosting a meeting wh ere they were
a s ked to app ly their analytical skills to assess the most urgen t
ch a ll en ges facing the planet . One year ago, the Copen h a gen Con-
s en su s , as the group now call ed itsel f , em p l oyed two re s e a rch
gro u p s , one con s i s ting of the econ om i s t s , the other of s ocial sci-
en tists and journ a l i s t s , to rank a list of gl obal thre a t s . Th eir dis-
c u s s i ons re su l ted in a publ i s h ed ro s ter of 32 ch a ll en ges to gl ob a l
well - bei n g.The “Copen h a gen Con s en sus 2004” t h en picked ei gh t
ex perts from the econ omist group—the “d ream te a m” — wh o
boi l ed down the 32 probl ems to a list of ten top pri ori ti e s .

Why would anyone put econ omists in ch a r ge of s aving the
world? “ Bec a u s e ,” s ays Lom bor g, “t h ey deal in pri ori ti z a ti on of
s c a rce re s o u rce s , and they have broad and gen eral ex perti s e .”
And they ’re prob a bly also the on ly people who could pri ori ti ze
the top ten ch a ll en ges while keeping to a re a s on a ble spen d i n g
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limit of $50 bi ll i on over four ye a rs . (Th a t
amount corre s ponds to 20 percent of
tod ay ’s total annual world devel opm en t
a i d , and was picked as a sen s i ble target
wh i ch don or co u n tries might actu a lly be
convi n ced to co u gh up. )

Th o u gh being fru gal is nece s s a ry, t h e
goal of the Copen h a gen Con s en sus “ i s
not to save mon ey, but to save live s ,” a s
Jon Enti n e , a prolific wri ter on envi ron-
m ental managem en t , points out . A pro-
fe s s or at Ohio’s Miami Un ivers i ty, E n ti n e
explains that the Con s en sus proj ect is not a poi n ty - h e aded exer-
cise in nu m ber cru n ch i n g, but a foc u s ed , re su l t s - ori en ted , re a l -
l i fe plan to rel i eve deva s t a ting hu m a n i t a rian cri s e s . “Th ere is no
gre a ter ch a ll en ge for the world than to all evi a te su f feri n g,” h e
s ays passion a tely. “And we can’t fix everything at on ce , so we
n eed to approx i m a te what we can do now. For ye a rs we have
po u red bi ll i ons of do ll a rs down the econ omic sinkhole wi t h o ut
h elping anybody. It’s time to get into the real world and make
s ome to u gh dec i s i on s .” E n ter the econ om i s t s , whose very modu s
operandi mandates po s i tive re su l t s .

So, just what did the dream team determine was the No. 1
w ay to help the world? Con tro lling A I D S . Fo ll owed by correct-
ing malnutri ti on , t h en get ting rid of subsidies and trade barri ers
( t a ke that, a n ti - f ree - trade do - gooders ) , and then figh ti n g
m a l a ri a . The worst ways to make the planet more hospitable for
t h eir gra n dch i l d ren , d ream team mem bers con clu ded , a re
tod ay ’s favori te met h ods of com b a ting gl obal warm i n g, l i ke the
Kyo to Pro toco l . (Ta ke that, k n ow - i t - a ll envi ron m en t a l i s t s . )

It should be noted that the Copen h a gen Con s en sus is not a
group with any particular po l i tical co l ora ti on . Its propo s ed solu-
ti ons are ut terly pra gm a ti c . The Con s en sus con clu ded , for
i n s t a n ce , that the best way to avert 28 mill i on new cases of A I D S
by 2010 is to distri bute con doms as well as inform a ti on .

The dream te a m’s other soluti ons are simple too. S topp i n g
m i ll i ons of deaths from malnutri ti on is as easy as adding iron ,
Vitamin A , i od i n e , and zinc to food . Ki lling subsidies and trade
b a rri ers , s ays Lom bor g, “has very low costs and ex trem ely high
ben efits…and wi ll ben efit poor and ri ch co u n tri e s .”

Ma l a ri a , l a r gely unmen ti on ed by We s tern hu m a n i t a ri a n s
tod ay, is an ugly disease that torm ents mill i ons and could be
erad i c a ted almost overn i ght by use of m o s qu i to nets and spray-
ing homes with DDT—a bogeyman of the Green movem en t .
Roger Ba te , a scholar at the Am erican Enterprise In s ti tute wh o
has lived in So uth Af rica and studies malaria and other com mu-
n i c a ble diseases for a livi n g, s ays “ i n door spraying work s , and it
is safe for people and animals as well .” Mi s p l aced hys teria by
envi ron m entalists against DDT (wh i ch can indeed interfere
with bi rd reprodu cti on and so forth if a pp l i ed in large vo lu m e s
o utdoors) has led to a vi rtual bl acklist against the com po u n d ’s
use any wh ere . That is irra ti on a l , and cru el .

Too of ten , or ga n i z a ti ons all egedly ded i c a ted to hel p i n g

i m poveri s h ed people end up en dors i n g
m e a su res that wi ll hu rt them . The Worl d
Health Orga n i z a ti on and the Global Fu n d ,
Ba te note s , h ave po u red mon ey into “t wo
ob s o l ete malaria medicines (ch l oroqu i n e
and SP) that fail to help up to 80 percent of
p a ti ents who take them .” Po l i ti c s , b ad sci-
en ce , and simple inertia too frequ en t ly pre-
vent good dec i s i on making. The Un ivers i ty
of Ma ryl a n d ’s Th omas Sch elling points out
h ow tra gi c a lly unnece s s a ry this is: “ In Si n-
ga pore , no one has malari a , except wh en

retu rning from Ma l aysia—1 kilom eter aw ay. Ma l aysia has
d re adful malari a . Si n ga pore used to have it, but in 40 ye a rs [has
com p l etely erad i c a ted it].”

Ot h er unflashy recom m en d a ti ons by the Copen h a gen Con-
s en sus to improve and save lives inclu de devel opm ent of n ew
a gri c u l tu ral and water tech n o l ogi e s , com mu n i ty managem en t
of w a ter su pplies and sanitati on , and lowering the cost of s t a rt-
ing a new bu s i n e s s .

But what abo ut the big issue at the foref ront of most “s ave the
worl d ” deb a te s — gl obal warming? Is n’t our cl i m a te going to
ch a n ge? Yes it is. In the futu re . Maybe even the near futu re . But
no one is certain what the real causes are , and wh et h er they are
a m el i ora bl e . And few people are dying from gl obal warm i n g
tod ay. Yet bi ll i ons are su f fering and dying from probl ems that
a re well unders tood .

S h o u l d n’t we be con cern ed abo ut po s s i ble futu re traumas as
well as tod ay ’s probl ems? Ye s , of co u rs e — but not at the ex pense of
humans hu rting ri ght now, according to the Copen h a gen Con-
s en su s . As Entine points out , “The costs of f i gh ting futu re cl i m a te
ch a n ge are fron t - l oaded heavi ly on our pre s ent pop u l a ti on — yet
we’re not su re if that mon ey would be wi s ely or ef fectively spen t .
We need real va lu e : Don’t spend mon ey on proj ects we don’t
k n ow wi ll work , h oping to help people dec ades or hu n d reds of
ye a rs into the futu re . S pend tod ay ’s mon ey on what we know wi ll
s ave lives tod ay. F i ght grinding poverty and horren dous diseases.”

Is Copen h a gen Con s en su s - s tyle tri a ge the answer to envi ron-
m ental and health tra gedies? “ It’s not perfect ; i t’s not meant to
be . It’s a work in progre s s . Wh i ch is why this whole ef fort wi ll be
repe a ted in four ye a rs , and then aga i n ,” E n tine points out . At
pre s en t , the Copen h a gen Con s en sus of fers the on ly stra tegy that
ranks probl ems ra ti on a lly. “ Ma ny other proj ects simply ign ore
that people are dying around us every day. This is not abstract .
We are talking abo ut lives here .”

Lom borg provi des some spec i f i c s : “800 mill i on people are
s t a rvi n g ; 1 bi ll i on lack clean water; 2 bi ll i on lack clean sanita-
ti on ; 940 mill i on adults are ill i tera te .” Should we focus on those
we can save tod ay and let tom orrow ’s probl em - s o lvers (who are
almost certain to be both ri ch er and more tech n o l ogi c a lly
equ i pped than tod ay ’s humans) fix the ch a ll en ges of t h eir day ?
Jon Entine bel i eve s : “ It’s uncon s c i on a ble not to.”

T
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We can’ t fix 
eve rything at once, 

so it’ s time to get into 
the real wo rld and make
some tough tra d e - o ffs. 


