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WE STAND HERE TOGETHER as Tsleil-Waututh 
people and we say ‘no.’ We say ‘no’ the risk is too 
great. Our obligati on is not to oil. Our obligati on 
is to our land, our water, our people, our life, our 
snəwayəɬ. According to our snəwayəɬ, our law, this 
project represents a risk that we the Tsleil-Waututh 
people, are not willing to take.” 1

“

Tsleil-Waututh representati ves at the 2014 NEB hearing. 
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1Oral Aboriginal traditi onal evidence given by Leah George-Wilson on October 16, 2014, during the Nati onal Energy Board’s hearing for the TMEX proposal, held in Chilliwack, Briti sh Columbia.
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execuTiVe summary

The Tsleil-Waututh Nati on has a sacred, legal obligati on 
to protect, defend, and steward the water, land, air, and re-
sources of our territory. Our stewardship obligati on includes 
the responsibility to maintain or restore conditi ons that 
provide the environmental, cultural, spiritual, and economic 
foundati on for our nati on and community to thrive.

The decline of Burrard Inlet was evident by 1885 aft er 
herring were massively over-harvested and became locally 
exti nct. By 1972 when harvest of bivalves like clams, oysters, 
and mussels was banned, cumulati ve eff ects of urban, 
commercial, and industrial development had exceeded what 
is allowable under Tsleil-Waututh law. The best indicator of 
this is that our subsistence economy was devastated, leaving 
us without the natural resources we once depended upon 
for food or trade like salmon, herring, clams, and birds.

Aft er thousands of years of supporti ng our Tsleil-Wau-
tuth way of life, in less than 200 years key marine resources 
in Burrard Inlet were scarce, contaminated, or made inacces-
sible. It is essenti al to know both the historical context and 
the compromised environmental integrity that exists today 
in order to understand what our stewardship obligati on 
requires of us.

While Tsleil-Waututh is acti vely involved in responsible 
development in our territory, our nati on cannot consent 
to new development proposals that further contribute to 

cumulati ve eff ects, threaten 
our objecti ves for marine 
stewardship, and delay or 
deny re-establishment of 
our subsistence economy. 
To do so would be contrary 
to our stewardship 
obligati on.

Tsleil-Waututh has a Stewardship Policy that is an 
expression of our inherent jurisdicti on and law. It mandates 
a review of all proposed water, land, and resource policies, 
plans, and developments inside what is referred to as our 
Consultati on Area (see Map). Assessments carried out under 
the Stewardship Policy provide us with the informati on we 
require to make informed decisions on whether to consent 
to a proposal or withhold support.

In December 2013, Kinder Morgan Canada fi led an 
applicati on with the Nati onal Energy Board for the Trans 
Mountain pipeline and tanker expansion (TMEX) proposal, 
which would triple the volume of crude oil moved along the 
existi ng pipeline route. Approximately 70% of the diluted 
bitumen, or dilbit, transported would be shipped from the 
Westridge Marine Terminal in Burnaby, B.C. This would lead 
to a roughly seven-fold increase in the frequency of tanker 
departures from Burrard Inlet, from about once a week to 
at least one every day.

The Tsleil-Waututh Nati on has assessed the TMEX 
proposal in accordance with our Stewardship Policy. The 
assessment was required because many components of 
the proposed TMEX fall inside our Consultati on Area and 
have the potenti al to aff ect us. For example, the Westridge 
Marine Terminal lies less than two kilometres across the 
water from the main Tsleil-Waututh Reserve and the wake 
of every arriving or departi ng tanker strikes our shoreline
(see photo on next page).

The Table on the following page provides a descripti on 
of a representati ve set of Tsleil-Waututh ti tle, rights, and 
interests threatened by the TMEX proposal.

T
sleil-Waututh are the “People of the Inlet” and a disti nct Coast Salish nati on 
whose territory includes Burrard Inlet. The Tsleil-Waututh people occupied, 
governed, and acted as stewards of our territory prior to contact, at contact 
(AD 1792), at the Briti sh Crown’s asserti on of sovereignty (AD 1846), and 

conti nue to do so today. Our ancestors maintained villages in eastern Burrard Inlet, 
exclusively occupied and defended the area, and intensively used all the natural 
resources there, especially marine and interti dal resources.



TsLeiL-WauTuTh 

TiTLe, righTs, and inTeresTs
TiTLe, righT, or inTeresT descripTion

Archaeological and Cultural  

Heritage Sites

The right to preserve and protect sensitive sites and to ensure they are kept  
physically intact

Contemporary Economy The right to derive benefit from the territory and pursue economic  
development opportunities in a variety of ways, related or unrelated to  
natural resources

Cultural or Spiritual Practices and 
Places

The right to access important places with the assurance that they will be  
physically and culturally intact, without disturbances of the view, violation of  
privacy, noise intrusions, polluted water, or contaminated sediment

Cultural Transmission The right to access sites for activities, such as resource harvest, that foster  
elder-youth interaction and provide elders with opportunities to share  
history, knowledge, traditional ways, and skills with youth

Cultural Travel The right to safe, unobstructed travel throughout Burrard Inlet

Environmental Integrity The right to an environment that is not significantly degraded and is well within  
its capacity to sustain a robust subsistence economy and the Tsleil-Waututh  
people as a nation

Environmental Stewardship The right and responsibility to manage natural resources and the  
environment in Burrard Inlet

Individual and Community Health The right to conditions conducive to healthy bodies, minds, and spirits—that is, to the 
intertwined environmental, cultural, spiritual, social, and economic conditions that 
ensure the well-being of individuals and of the community as a whole

Marine Fish and Wildlife Habitat and 

Species

The right to a healthy, diverse, and interconnected habitat that supports diverse and 
abundant species free from contamination

Subsistence Economy, including  

Resource Access and Harvest or Use

The right to access and use natural resources for ceremonial, cultural,  
spiritual, subsistence, and economic purposes including as staple foods for the living 
community and for our ancestors, and the right to sell or trade these  
resources

Title and Governance The right to possess our territory and exclusively occupy and use it for the benefit of 
the Tsleil-Waututh Nation, exercising authority and jurisdiction over its water, land, air, 
and resources in accordance with Tsleil-Waututh law

Tsleil-Waututh Benefit The right and responsibility to steward the territory for the benefit of past, present, and 
future generations

Tsleil-Waututh Reserve The right to environmental, cultural, and socio-economic conditions that pose no harm  
to our reserve or its infrastructure

Water The right to clean water, free from pollution, for drinking and for ceremonial, cultural, 
spiritual, subsistence, and economic purposes

Table



TsLeiL-WauTuTh

TiTLe, righTs, and inTeresTs

a
s part of our assessment, Tsleil-Waututh commissioned fi ve expert reports 
related to the TMEX proposal. The internati onally recognized experts reviewed 
the risk, response, and consequences of potenti al oil spills in Burrard Inlet. 
Their major fi ndings included:
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»  Implementati on of the TMEX proposal will make oil 
spills in Burrard Inlet more likely.

»  Spilled oil has the potenti al to foul every corner of 
Burrard Inlet and most of it will land on the nearest 
beaches.

»  Less than half of the volume of spilled oil can be 
cleaned up even under ideal circumstances like those 
found in Burrard Inlet.

»  Any delay in spill cleanup response will decrease the 
total volume of oil recovered signifi cantly.

»  Dilbit is likely to sink in Burrard Inlet, especially 
during late spring and summer when the Fraser River 
is fl ooding, and sending freshwater and sediment into 
Burrard Inlet (see photo above).

»  Small spills can cause signifi cant, long lasti ng environ-
mental damage especially to interti dal habitats like 
shellfi sh beaches and eelgrass beds.

»  Large spills will be an environmental catastrophe 
including killing up to 500,000 birds.

»  A large spill has the potenti al to expose over one million 
residents around Burrard Inlet to acute health eff ects 
from toxic air emissions.

The assessment described the seriousness of the 
potenti al eff ects of the TMEX proposal on Tsleil-Waututh 
ti tle, rights, and interests, including:

»  The consequences of spilled oil are dire for Tsleil-
Waututh sensiti ve sites, habitats, and species, and 
for our subsistence economy, cultural acti viti es, and 
contemporary economy.

»  Any delay in spilled oil clean up response will increase 
the negati ve eff ects and consequences.

»  The direct eff ects of marine shipping like shoreline ero-
sion add to the eff ects and consequences of spilled oil 
amplifying the negati ve eff ects of the TMEX proposal.

»  The eff ect of the TMEX proposal on Tsleil-Waututh 
cultural acti viti es is as large as if not larger than its 
eff ect on natural resources.

»  The Tsleil-Waututh Nati on cannot accept the increased 
risks, eff ects, and consequences of even another small 
incident like the 2007 Westridge or 2015 MV Marathas-
sa oil spills, let alone a large spill.

»  Implementati on of the TMEX proposal will 1) slow 
or deny achievement of Tsleil-Waututh marine stew-
ardship objecti ves and 2) violate Tsleil-Waututh law 
because it will undermine our stewardship obligati ons.

The assessment concluded that the TMEX proposal does 
not represent the best use of Tsleil-Waututh territory and 
its water, land, air, and resources to sati sfy the needs of our 
ancestors, and the needs of present and future generati ons. 
It has the potenti al to deprive past, current, and future gen-
erati ons of our community control and benefi t of the water, 
land, air, and resources in our territory. The assessment 
recommends that Chief and Council conti nue to withhold 
Tsleil-Waututh Nati on’s support for the TMEX proposal.

The full assessment report and expert 
reports are available at: 
twnsacredtrust.ca.

Maj. J.S. Matt hews’ 1932 Map 
of “Slailwit Tuth,” City of 

         Vancouver Archives

Outer Harbour, 2015, aft er MV Marathassa oil spill

Westridge Marine Terminal from 
Tsleil-Waututh Reserve



This map is a living document and is intended to be amended 
and refi ned over ti me. It is not an expression of the locati on 
of Tsleil-Waututh aboriginal ti tle, rights, or interests. The data 
used to produce this map originate from many sources and 
are presented without prejudice. This map is the property of 
the Tsleil-Waututh Nati on and may not be reproduced without 
writt en permission. Sources of spati al data for this map include 
Tsleil-Waututh Nati on, BC Government, Government of Canada, 
Integrated Cadastral Informati on Society, Metro Vancouver. 
Map produced May 2015 by the Tsleil-Waututh Nati on.
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World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity:  
A Second Notice

WILLIAM J. RIPPLE, CHRISTOPHER WOLF, THOMAS M. NEWSOME, MAURO GALETTI, MOHAMMED ALAMGIR, EILEEN CRIST, 
MAHMOUD I. MAHMOUD, WILLIAM F. LAURANCE, and 15,364 scientist signatories from 184 countries

Twenty-five years ago, the Union   
 of Concerned Scientists and more 

than 1700 independent scientists, 
including the majority of living Nobel 
laureates in the sciences, penned the 
1992 “World Scientists’ Warning to 
Humanity” (see supplemental file S1). 
These concerned professionals called 
on humankind to curtail environmen-
tal destruction and cautioned that 
“a great change in our stewardship of 
the Earth and the life on it is required, 
if vast human misery is to be avoided.” 
In their manifesto, they showed that 
humans were on a collision course 
with the natural world. They expressed 
concern about current, impending, 
or potential damage on planet Earth 
involving ozone depletion, freshwa-
ter availability, marine life depletion, 
ocean dead zones, forest loss, biodiver-
sity destruction, climate change, and 
continued human population growth. 
They proclaimed that fundamental 
changes were urgently needed to avoid 
the consequences our present course 
would bring.

The authors of the 1992 declara-
tion feared that humanity was pushing 
Earth’s ecosystems beyond their capac-
ities to support the web of life. They 
described how we are fast approach-
ing many of the limits of what the 
 biosphere can tolerate  without 
 substantial and irreversible harm. 
The scientists pleaded that we stabi-
lize the human population, describing 
how our large numbers—swelled by 
another 2 billion people since 1992, 
a 35 percent increase—exert stresses 
on Earth that can overwhelm other 
efforts to realize a sustainable future 
(Crist et al. 2017). They implored that 
we cut greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-
sions and phase out fossil fuels, reduce 

deforestation, and reverse the trend of 
collapsing biodiversity.

On the twenty-fifth anniversary of 
their call, we look back at their warn-
ing and evaluate the human response 
by exploring available time-series 
data. Since 1992, with the exception 
of stabilizing the stratospheric ozone 
layer, humanity has failed to make 
sufficient progress in generally solv-
ing these foreseen environmental chal-
lenges, and alarmingly, most of them 
are getting far worse (figure 1, file S1). 
Especially troubling is the current 
trajectory of potentially catastrophic 
climate change due to rising GHGs 
from burning fossil fuels (Hansen et al. 
2013), deforestation (Keenan et al. 
2015), and agricultural production—
particularly from farming ruminants 
for meat consumption (Ripple et al. 
2014). Moreover, we have unleashed 
a mass extinction event, the sixth in 
roughly 540 million years, wherein 
many current life forms could be 
annihilated or at least committed to 
extinction by the end of this century.

Humanity is now being given a 
second notice, as illustrated by these 
alarming trends (figure 1). We are 
jeopardizing our future by not reining 
in our intense but geographically and 
demographically uneven material 
consumption and by not perceiving 
continued rapid population growth as a 
primary driver behind many ecological 
and even societal threats (Crist et al. 
2017). By failing to adequately limit 
population growth, reassess the role 
of an economy rooted in growth, 
reduce greenhouse gases, incentivize 
renewable energy, protect habitat, 
restore ecosystems, curb pollution, halt 
defaunation, and constrain invasive 
alien species, humanity is not taking 

the urgent steps needed to safeguard 
our imperilled biosphere.

As most political leaders respond to 
pressure, scientists, media influencers, 
and lay citizens must insist that their 
governments take immediate action 
as a moral imperative to current and 
future generations of human and other 
life. With a groundswell of organized 
grassroots efforts, dogged opposition 
can be overcome and political leaders 
compelled to do the right thing. It is 
also time to re-examine and change 
our individual behaviors, including 
limiting our own reproduction (ideally 
to replacement level at most) and 
drastically diminishing our per capita 
 consumption of fossil fuels, meat, and 
other resources.

The rapid global decline in ozone-
depleting substances shows that we 
can make positive change when we 
act decisively. We have also made 
advancements in reducing extreme 
poverty and hunger (www.worldbank.
org). Other notable progress (which 
does not yet show up in the global 
data sets in figure 1) include the 
rapid decline in fertility rates in many 
regions attributable to investments in 
girls’ and women’s education (www.
un.org/esa/population), the promising 
decline in the rate of deforestation in 
some regions, and the rapid growth 
in the renewable-energy sector. We 
have learned much since 1992, but 
the advancement of urgently needed 
changes in environmental policy, 
human behavior, and global inequities 
is still far from sufficient.

Sustainability transitions come 
about in diverse ways, and all require 
civil-society pressure and evidence-
based advocacy, political leadership, 
and a solid understanding of policy 

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/bioscience/article-abstract/doi/10.1093/biosci/bix125/4605229
by Oregon State University user
on 13 November 2017
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Figure 1. Trends over time for environmental issues identified in the 1992 scientists’ warning to humanity. The years 
before and after the 1992 scientists’ warning are shown as gray and black lines, respectively. Panel (a) shows emissions 
of halogen source gases, which deplete stratospheric ozone, assuming a constant natural emission rate of 0.11 Mt CFC-
11-equivalent per year. In panel (c), marine catch has been going down since the mid-1990s, but at the same time, fishing 
effort has been going up (supplemental file S1). The vertebrate abundance index in panel (f) has been adjusted for 
taxonomic and geographic bias but incorporates relatively little data from developing countries, where there are the fewest 
studies; between 1970 and 2012, vertebrates declined by 58 percent, with freshwater, marine, and terrestrial populations 
declining by 81, 36, and 35 percent, respectively (file S1). Five-year means are shown in panel (h). In panel (i), ruminant 
livestock consist of domestic cattle, sheep, goats, and buffaloes. Note that y-axes do not start at zero, and it is important to 
inspect the data range when interpreting each graph. Percentage change, since 1992, for the variables in each panel are as 
follows: (a) –68.1%; (b) –26.1%; (c) –6.4%; (d) +75.3%; (e) –2.8%; (f) –28.9%; (g) +62.1%; (h) +167.6%; and (i) humans: 
+35.5%, ruminant livestock: +20.5%. Additional descriptions of the variables and trends, as well as sources for figure 1, 
are included in file S1.
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instruments, markets, and other driv-
ers. Examples of diverse and effective 
steps humanity can take to transition 
to sustainability include the follow-
ing (not in order of importance or 
urgency): (a) prioritizing the enact-
ment of connected well-funded and 
well-managed reserves for a significant 
proportion of the world’s terrestrial, 
marine, freshwater, and aerial habi-
tats; (b) maintaining nature’s ecosys-
tem services by halting the conversion 
of forests, grasslands, and other native 
habitats; (c) restoring native plant 
communities at large scales, particu-
larly forest landscapes; (d) rewilding 
regions with native species, especially 
apex predators, to restore ecological 
processes and dynamics; (e) devel-
oping and adopting adequate policy 
instruments to remedy defaunation, 
the poaching crisis, and the exploi-
tation and trade of threatened spe-
cies; (f) reducing food waste through 
education and better infrastructure; 
(g) promoting dietary shifts towards 
mostly plant-based foods; (h) further 
reducing fertility rates by ensuring 
that women and men have access to 
education and voluntary family-plan-
ning services, especially where such 
resources are still lacking; (i) increas-
ing outdoor nature education for 
children, as well as the overall engage-
ment of society in the appreciation 
of nature; (j) divesting of monetary 
investments and purchases to encour-
age positive environmental change; 
(k) devising and promoting new green 
technologies and massively adopting 
renewable energy sources while phas-
ing out subsidies to energy production 
through fossil fuels; (l) revising our 
economy to reduce wealth inequality 
and ensure that prices, taxation, and 
incentive systems take into account 
the real costs which consumption pat-
terns impose on our environment; and 
(m) estimating a scientifically defen-
sible, sustainable human population 
size for the long term while rallying 
nations and leaders to support that 
vital goal.

To prevent widespread misery 
and catastrophic biodiversity 

loss, humanity must practice a 
more environmentally sustainable 
alternative to business as usual. This 
prescription was well articulated by 
the world’s leading scientists 25 years 
ago, but in most respects, we have not 
heeded their warning. Soon it will be 
too late to shift course away from our 
failing trajectory, and time is running 
out. We must recognize, in our day-
to-day lives and in our governing 
institutions, that Earth with all its life 
is our only home.

Epilogue
We have been overwhelmed with the 
support for our article and thank the 
more than 15,000 signatories from all 
ends of the Earth (see supplemental 
file S2 for list of signatories). As far as 
we know, this is the most scientists to 
ever co-sign and formally support a 
published journal article. In this paper, 
we have captured the environmental 
trends over the last 25 years, showed 
realistic concern, and suggested a few 
examples of possible remedies. Now, 
as an Alliance of World Scientists 
( scientists.forestry.oregonstate.edu) and 
with the public at large, it is important 
to continue this work to  document chal-
lenges, as well as improved  situations, 
and to develop clear, trackable, and 
practical solutions while communicat-
ing trends and needs to world leaders. 
Working together while respecting the 
diversity of people and opinions and 
the need for social justice around the 
world, we can make great progress for 
the sake of humanity and the planet on 
which we depend.

Spanish, Portuguese, and French 
versions of this article can be found 
in file S1.
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Descriptions of variables and trends in Figure 1. 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Ozone depletion, Figure 1a. During the 1970s, human-produced chemicals known as ozone-depleting substances, mainly 
chlorofluorocarbons, were rapidly depleting the ozone layer. In 1987, governments of the world came together and crafted 
the United Nations Montreal Protocol as a global attempt to address this issue. With protocol compliance, emissions of 
halogen source gases (ozone-depleting substances and natural sources) peaked in the late 1980s and since then they have 
significantly decreased (Figure 1a). Global ozone depletion is no longer increasing, and significant recovery of the ozone 
layer is expected to occur by the middle of this century (Hegglin et al. 2014). 

Declining Freshwater availability, Figure 1b. Per capita freshwater availability is less than half of levels of the early 
1960s (Figure 1b, AQUASTAT 2017) with many people around the world suffering from a lack of fresh clean water. This 
decrease in available water is nearly all due to the accelerated pace of human population growth. It is likely that climate 
change will have an overwhelming impact on the freshwater availability through alteration of the hydrologic cycle and water 
availability. Future water shortages will be detrimental to humans, affecting everything from drinking water, human health, 
sanitation, and the production of crops for food. 

Unsustainable marine fisheries, Figure 1c. In 1992, the total marine catch was at or above the maximum sustainable yield 
and fisheries were on the verge of collapse. Reconstructed time series data show that global marine fisheries catches peaked 
at 130 million tonnes in 1996 and has been declining ever since (Figure 1c). The declines happened despite increased 
industrial fishing efforts and despite developed countries expanding to fishing the waters of developing countries (Pauly and 
Zeller 2016, updated). 

Ocean dead zones, Figure 1d. Coastal dead zones which are mainly caused by fertilizer runoff and fossil-fuel use, are 
killing large swaths of marine life. Dead zones with hypoxic, oxygen-depleted waters, are a significant stressor on marine 
systems and identified locations have dramatically increased since the 1960s, with more than 600 systems affected by 2010 
(Figure 1d, Diaz and Rosenberg 2008, updated).  

Forest loss, Figure 1e. The world’s forests are crucial for conserving carbon, biodiversity, and freshwater. Between 1990 
and 2015, total forest area decreased from 4,128 to 3,999 million ha, a net loss of 129 million ha which is approximately the 
size of South Africa (Figure 1e). Forest loss has been greatest in developing tropical countries where forests are now 
commonly converted to agriculture uses (FAO 2015). 

Dwindling biodiversity, Figure 1f. The world’s biodiversity is vanishing at an alarming rate and populations of vertebrate 
species are rapidly collapsing (World Wildlife Fund 2016). Collectively, global fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and 
mammals declined by 58% between 1970 and 2012 (Figure 1f).  Here, we display a diversity-weighted Living Planet Index 
that has been adjusted for taxonomic and geographic bias by accounting for the estimated number of species within 
biogeographical regions, and the relative species diversity within them. (McRae et al. 2017). Freshwater, marine, and 
terrestrial populations declined by 81%, 36%, and 35% respectively (McRae et al. 2017). 

Climate change, Figure 1g, Figure 1h. Global fossil-fuel carbon dioxide emissions have increased sharply since 1960 
(Figure 1g, Boden et al. 2017). Relative to the 1951-1980 average, global average annual surface temperature, in parallel to 
CO2 emissions, has also rapidly risen as shown by 5-year mean temperature anomaly (Figure 1h, NASA’s Goddard Institute 
for Space Studies (GISS) 2017). The 10 warmest years in the 136-year record have occurred since 1998. The most recent 
year of data, 2016, ranks as the warmest on record. Temperature increases will likely cause a decline in the world’s major 
food crops, an increase in the intensity of major storms, and a substantial sea level rise inundating major population centers. 

Population growth, Figure 1i. Since 1992, the human population has increased by approximately 2 billion individuals, a 
35% change (Figure 1i, FAOSTAT 2017). The world human population is unlikely to stop growing this century and there is 
a high likelihood that the world population will grow from 7.2 billon people now to between 9.6 and 12.3 billon by 2100 
(Gerland et al. 2014). Like the change in human population, the domestic ruminant population, which has its own set of 
major environmental and climate impacts, has been increasing in recent decades to approximately 4 billion individuals on 
Earth (Figure 1i, FAOSTAT 2017).  

Note that the loss of soil productivity was listed as a concern in the 1992 scientists’ warning, but this variable was not 
analyzed here due to a lack of global data on changes in soil productivity. For each variable listed below, we calculated 
percentage change since 1992 using the values for 1992 and the most recent year available. When data were unavailable for 
1992, we used linear interpolation to estimate the value there. These change results are in the caption for Figure 1. See 
original data sources shown above for any statements on levels of uncertainty associated with the varibles in Figure 1. Some 
sources describe this uncertainty and others do not. 
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World Scientists' Warning to Humanity (1992) 
 

UNION OF CONCERNED SCIENTISTS 
World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity 

 
Union of Concerned Scientists 

 

This 1992 document was signed by 1,575 of the world’s most prominent scientists (including 99 of the 
196 living Nobel laureates) and was sent to governmental leaders all over the world. The document asks 
people to take immediate action to stop the ever-increasing environmental degradation that threatens 
global life support systems on this planet. The appeal was coordinated by Dr. Henry Kendall, Nobel 
laureate (1990, Physics), and former Chairperson of the Union of Concerned Scientists. 

“World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity” 
 
Introduction 
Human beings and the natural world are on a collision course. Human activities inflict harsh and often 
irreversible damage on the environment and on critical resources. If not checked, many of our current 
practices put at serious risk the future that we wish for human society and the plant and animal kingdoms, 
and may so alter the living world that it will be unable to sustain life in the manner that we know. 
Fundamental changes are urgent if we are to avoid the collision our present course will bring about. 
 
The Environment 
The environment is suffering critical stress: 
 
The Atmosphere 
Stratospheric ozone depletion threatens us with enhanced ultra-violet radiation at the earth’s surface, 
which can be damaging or lethal to many life forms. Air pollution near ground level, and acid precipitation, 
are already causing widespread injury to humans, forests, and crops. 
 
Water Resources 
Heedless exploitation of depletable ground water supplies endangers food production and other essential 
human systems. Heavy demands on the world’s surface waters have resulted in serious shortages in 
some 80 countries, containing 40% of the world’s population. Pollution of rivers, lakes, and ground water 
further limits the supply. 
 
Oceans 
Destructive pressure on the oceans is severe, particularly in the coastal regions which produce most of 
the world’s food fish. The total marine catch is now at or above the estimated maximum sustainable yield. 
Some fisheries have already shown signs of collapse. Rivers carrying heavy burdens of eroded soil into 
the seas also carry industrial, municipal, agricultural, and livestock waste—some of it toxic. 
 
Soil 
Loss of soil productivity, which is causing extensive land abandonment, is a widespread byproduct of 
current practices in agriculture and animal husbandry. Since 1945, 11% of the earth’s vegetated surface 
has been degraded—an area larger than India and China combined—and per capita food production in 
many parts of the world is decreasing. 
 
Forests 
Tropical rain forests, as well as tropical and temperate dry forests, are being destroyed rapidly. At present 
rates, some critical forest types will be gone in a few years, and most of the tropical rain forest will be 
gone before the end of the next century. With them will go large numbers of plant and animal species. 
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Living Species 
The irreversible loss of species, which by 2100 may reach one third of all species now living, is especially 
serious. We are losing the potential they hold for providing medicinal and other benefits, and the 
contribution that genetic diversity of life forms gives to the robustness of the world’s biological systems 
and to the astonishing beauty of the earth itself. 
 
Much of this damage is irreversible on a scale of centuries or permanent. Other processes appear to 
pose additional threats. Increasing levels of gases in the atmosphere from human activities, including 
carbon dioxide released from fossil fuel burning and from deforestation, may alter climate on a global 
scale. Predictions of global warming are still uncertain—with projected effects ranging from tolerable to 
very severe—but potential risks are very great. 

Our massive tampering with the world’s interdependent web of life—coupled with the environmental 
damage inflicted by deforestation, species loss, and climate change—could trigger widespread adverse 
effects, including unpredictable collapses of critical biological systems whose interactions and dynamics 
we only imperfectly understand. 

Uncertainty over the extent of these effects cannot excuse complacency or delay in facing the threats. 

Population 
The earth is finite. Its ability to absorb wastes and destructive effluent is finite. Its ability to provide food 
and energy is finite. Its ability to provide for growing numbers of people is finite. And we are fast 
approaching many of the earth’s limits. Current economic practices which damage the environment, in 
both developed and underdeveloped nations, cannot be continued without the risk that vital global 
systems will be damaged beyond repair. 
Pressures resulting from unrestrained population growth put demands on the natural world that can 
overwhelm any efforts to achieve a sustainable future. If we are to halt the destruction of our environment, 
we must accept limits to that growth. A World Bank estimate indicates that world population will not 
stabilize at less than 12.4 billion, while the United Nations concludes that the eventual total could reach 
14 billion, a near tripling of today’s 5.4 billion. But, even at this moment, one person in five lives in 
absolute poverty without enough to eat, and one in ten suffers serious malnutrition. 

No more than one or a few decades remain before the chance to avert the threats we now confront will be 
lost and the prospects for humanity immeasurably diminished. 

Warning 
We the undersigned, senior members of the world’s scientific community, hereby warn all humanity of 
what lies ahead. A great change in our stewardship of the earth and the life on it, is required, if vast 
human misery is to be avoided and our global home on this planet is not to be irretrievably mutilated. 
 
What We Must Do 
Five inextricably linked areas must be addressed simultaneously: 
 

1. We must bring environmentally damaging activities under control to restore and protect 
the integrity of the earth’s systems we depend on.  

We must, for example, move away from fossil fuels to more benign, inexhaustible energy sources to cut 
greenhouse gas emissions and the pollution of our air and water. Priority must be given to the 
development of energy sources matched to third world needs—small scale and relatively easy to 
implement. 

We must halt deforestation, injury to and loss of agricultural land, and the loss of terrestrial and marine 
plant and animal species. 

2. We must manage resources crucial to human welfare more effectively. 
We must give high priority to efficient use of energy, water, and other materials, including 
expansion of conservation and recycling. 
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3. We must stabilize population. This will be possible only if all nations recognize that it 
requires improved social and economic conditions, and the adoption of effective, 
voluntary family planning. 

4. We must reduce and eventually eliminate poverty.  

5. We must ensure sexual equality, and guarantee women control over their own 
reproductive decisions. 
 

The developed nations are the largest polluters in the world today. They must greatly reduce their 
overconsumption, if we are to reduce pressures on resources and the global environment. The developed 
nations have the obligation to provide aid and support to developing nations, because only the developed 
nations have the financial resources and the technical skills for these tasks. 

Acting on this recognition is not altruism, but enlightened self-interest: whether industrialized or not, we all 
have but one lifeboat. No nation can escape from injury when global biological systems are damaged. No 
nation can escape from conflicts over increasingly scarce resources. In addition, environmental and 
economic instabilities will cause mass migrations with incalculable consequences for developed and 
undeveloped nations alike. 

Developing nations must realize that environmental damage is one of the gravest threats they face, and 
that attempts to blunt it will be overwhelmed if their populations go unchecked. The greatest peril is to 
become trapped in spirals of environmental decline, poverty, and unrest, leading to social, economic, and 
environmental collapse. 

Success in this global endeavor will require a great reduction in violence and war. Resources now 
devoted to the preparation and conduct of war—amounting to over $1 trillion annually—will be badly 
needed in the new tasks and should be diverted to the new challenges. 

A new ethic is required—a new attitude toward discharging our responsibility for caring for ourselves and 
for the earth. We must recognize the earth’s limited capacity to provide for us. We must recognize its 
fragility. We must no longer allow it to be ravaged. This ethic must motivate a great movement, convincing 
reluctant leaders and reluctant governments and reluctant peoples themselves to effect the needed 
changes. 

The scientists issuing this warning hope that our message will reach and affect people everywhere. We 
need the help of many. 

We require the help of the world community of scientists—natural, social, economic, political; 
We require the help of the world’s business and industrial leaders; 
We require the help of the world’s religious leaders; and 
We require the help of the world’s peoples. 
We call on all to join us in this task. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Leap Manifesto: A Call for a Canada Based on 
Caring for the Earth and One Another  
We start from the premise that Canada is facing the deepest 
crisis in recent memory. 
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission has acknowledged shocking details about the 
violence of Canada’s near past. Deepening poverty and inequality are a scar on the country’s 
present. And Canada’s record on climate change is a crime against humanity’s future. 

These facts are all the more jarring because they depart so dramatically from our stated values: 
respect for Indigenous rights, internationalism, human rights, diversity, and environmental 
stewardship. 

Canada is not this place today— but it could be.  

We could live in a country powered entirely by renewable energy, woven together by accessible 
public transit, in which the jobs and opportunities of this transition are designed to systematically 
eliminate racial and gender inequality. Caring for one another and caring for the planet could be 
the economy’s fastest growing sectors. Many more people could have higher wage jobs with 
fewer work hours, leaving us ample time to enjoy our loved ones and flourish in our 
communities. 

We know that the time for this great transition is short. Climate scientists have told us that this is 
the decade to take decisive action to prevent catastrophic global warming. That means small 
steps will no longer get us where we need to go. 

 

This leap must begin by respecting the inherent rights and title of the original caretakers of 
this land. Indigenous communities have been at the forefront of protecting rivers, coasts, 
forests and lands from out-of-control industrial activity. We can bolster this role, and reset our 
relationship, by fully implementing the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples. 

“Small steps will no longer get us to where we need to go. So we need to leap”. Moved by the 
treaties that form the legal basis of this country and bind us to share the land “for as long as the 
sun shines, the grass grows and the rivers flow,” we want energy sources that will last for time 
immemorial and never run out or poison the land. Technological breakthroughs have brought this 



dream within reach. The latest research shows it is feasible for Canada to get 100% of its 
electricity from renewable resources within two decades[1]; by 2050 we could have a 100% clean 
economy[2]. 

We demand that this shift begin now. 

There is no longer an excuse for building new infrastructure projects that lock us into 
increased extraction decades into the future. The new iron law of energy development must 
be: if you wouldn’t want it in your backyard, then it doesn’t belong in anyone’s backyard. 
That applies equally to oil and gas pipelines; fracking in New Brunswick, Quebec and British 
Columbia; increased tanker traffic off our coasts; and to Canadian-owned mining projects the 
world over. 

The time for energy democracy has come: we believe not just in changes to our energy sources, 
but that wherever possible communities should collectively control these new energy systems.  

As an alternative to the profit-gouging of private companies and the remote bureaucracy of some 
centralized state ones, we can create innovative ownership structures: democratically run, paying 
living wages and keeping much-needed revenue in communities. And Indigenous Peoples 
should be first to receive public support for their own clean energy projects. So should 
communities currently dealing with heavy health impacts of polluting industrial activity. 

Power generated this way will not merely light our homes but redistribute wealth, deepen our 
democracy, strengthen our economy and start to heal the wounds that date back to this country’s 
founding. 

A leap to a non-polluting economy creates countless openings for similar multiple “wins.” We 
want a universal program to build energy efficient homes, and retrofit existing housing, 
ensuring that the lowest income communities and neighbourhoods will benefit first and 
receive job training and opportunities that reduce poverty over the long term. We want training 
and other resources for workers in carbon-intensive jobs, ensuring they are fully able to 
take part in the clean energy economy. This transition should involve the democratic 
participation of workers themselves. High-speed rail powered by renewables and affordable 
public transit can unite every community in this country – in place of more cars, pipelines 
and exploding trains that endanger and divide us. 

And since we know this leap is beginning late, we need to invest in our decaying public 
infrastructure so that it can withstand increasingly frequent extreme weather events. 

Moving to a far more localized and ecologically-based agricultural system would reduce 
reliance on fossil fuels, capture carbon in the soil, and absorb sudden shocks in the global supply 
– as well as produce healthier and more affordable food for everyone. 

We call for an end to all trade deals that interfere with our attempts to rebuild local 
economies, regulate corporations and stop damaging extractive projects. Rebalancing the 
scales of justice, we should ensure immigration status and full protection for all workers. 



Recognizing Canada’s contributions to military conflicts and climate change — primary drivers 
of the global refugee crisis — we must welcome refugees and migrants seeking safety and a 
better life. 

Shifting to an economy in balance with the earth’s limits also means expanding the sectors of 
our economy that are already low carbon: caregiving, teaching, social work, the arts and 
public-interest media. Following on Quebec’s lead, a national childcare program is long 
past due. All this work, much of it performed by women, is the glue that builds humane, 
resilient communities – and we will need our communities to be as strong as possible in the face 
of the rocky future we have already locked in. 

Since so much of the labour of caretaking – whether of people or the planet – is currently unpaid, 
we call for a vigorous debate about the introduction of a universal basic annual income. 
Pioneered in Manitoba in the 1970’s, this sturdy safety net could help ensure that no one is 
forced to take work that threatens their children’s tomorrow, just to feed those children today. 

We declare that “austerity” – which has systematically attacked low-carbon sectors like 
education and healthcare, while starving public transit and forcing reckless energy 
privatizations – is a fossilized form of thinking that has become a threat to life on earth. 

How we can pay for all of this? Read “We Can Afford The Leap” by Bruce Campbell, Seth 
Klein, and Marc Lee  

The money we need to pay for this great transformation is available — we just need the right 
policies to release it. Like an end to fossil fuel subsidies. Financial transaction taxes. 
Increased resource royalties. Higher income taxes on corporations and wealthy people. A 
progressive carbon tax. Cuts to military spending. All of these are based on a simple 
“polluter pays” principle and hold enormous promise. 

One thing is clear: public scarcity in times of unprecedented private wealth is a manufactured 
crisis, designed to extinguish our dreams before they have a chance to be born. 

Those dreams go well beyond this document. “We call on all those seeking political office to 
seize this opportunity and embrace the urgent need for transformation”. We call for town hall 
meetings across the country where residents can gather to democratically define what a 
genuine leap to the next economy means in their communities. 

Inevitably, this bottom-up revival will lead to a renewal of democracy at every level of 
government, working swiftly towards a system in which every vote counts and corporate 
money is removed from political campaigns. 

This is a great deal to take on all at once, but such are the times in which we live. 

The drop in oil prices has temporarily relieved the pressure to dig up fossil fuels as rapidly as 
high-risk technologies will allow. This pause in frenetic expansion should not be viewed as a 
crisis, but as a gift. 



It has given us a rare moment to look at what we have become – and decide to change.  

And so we call on all those seeking political office to seize this opportunity and embrace the 
urgent need for transformation. This is our sacred duty to those this country harmed in the past, 
to those suffering needlessly in the present, and to all who have a right to a bright and safe 
future. 

Now is the time for boldness. 

now is the time to leap. 

[1]Sustainable Canada Dialogues. (2015). Acting on climate change: Solutions from Canadian 
scholars. Montreal, QC: McGill University 

[2]Jacobson, M., et al. Providing all global energy with wind, water, and solar power, Part I: 
Technologies, energy resources, quantities and areas of infrastructure, and materials. Energy 
Policy 39:3 (2011)  

 
  



EXCERPTS FROM THE 2015 ENCYCLICAL LETTER 
LAUDATO SI’ 

OF THE HOLY FATHER FRANCIS 
ON CARE FOR OUR COMMON HOME 

CHAPTER ONE 

WHAT IS HAPPENING TO OUR COMMON HOME 

I. POLLUTION AND CLIMATE CHANGE  

Pollution, waste and the throwaway culture 

20. Some forms of pollution are part of people’s daily experience. Exposure to atmospheric 
pollutants produces a broad spectrum of health hazards, especially for the poor, and causes 
millions of premature deaths. People take sick, for example, from breathing high levels of smoke 
from fuels used in cooking or heating. There is also pollution that affects everyone, caused by 
transport, industrial fumes, substances which contribute to the acidification of soil and water, 
fertilizers, insecticides, fungicides, herbicides and agrotoxins in general. Technology, which, 
linked to business interests, is presented as the only way of solving these problems, in fact proves 
incapable of seeing the mysterious network of relations between things and so sometimes solves 
one problem only to create others. 

21. Account must also be taken of the pollution produced by residue, including dangerous waste 
present in different areas. Each year hundreds of millions of tons of waste are generated, much of 
it non-biodegradable, highly toxic and radioactive, from homes and businesses, from 
construction and demolition sites, from clinical, electronic and industrial sources. The earth, our 
home, is beginning to look more and more like an immense pile of filth. In many parts of the 
planet, the elderly lament that once beautiful landscapes are now covered with rubbish. Industrial 
waste and chemical products utilized in cities and agricultural areas can lead to bioaccumulation 
in the organisms of the local population, even when levels of toxins in those places are low. 
Frequently no measures are taken until after people’s health has been irreversibly affected. 

22. These problems are closely linked to a throwaway culture which affects the excluded just as 
it quickly reduces things to rubbish. To cite one example, most of the paper we produce is 
thrown away and not recycled. It is hard for us to accept that the way natural ecosystems work is 
exemplary: plants synthesize nutrients which feed herbivores; these in turn become food for 
carnivores, which produce significant quantities of organic waste which give rise to new 
generations of plants. But our industrial system, at the end of its cycle of production and 
consumption, has not developed the capacity to absorb and reuse waste and by-products. We 
have not yet managed to adopt a circular model of production capable of preserving resources for 
present and future generations, while limiting as much as possible the use of non-renewable 
resources, moderating their consumption, maximizing their efficient use, reusing and recycling 
them. A serious consideration of this issue would be one way of counteracting the throwaway 
culture which affects the entire planet, but it must be said that only limited progress has been 
made in this regard. 



Climate as a common good 

23. The climate is a common good, belonging to all and meant for all. At the global level, it is a 
complex system linked to many of the essential conditions for human life. A very solid scientific 
consensus indicates that we are presently witnessing a disturbing warming of the climatic 
system. In recent decades this warming has been accompanied by a constant rise in the sea level 
and, it would appear, by an increase of extreme weather events, even if a scientifically 
determinable cause cannot be assigned to each particular phenomenon. Humanity is called to 
recognize the need for changes of lifestyle, production and consumption, in order to combat this 
warming or at least the human causes which produce or aggravate it. It is true that there are other 
factors (such as volcanic activity, variations in the earth’s orbit and axis, the solar cycle), yet a 
number of scientific studies indicate that most global warming in recent decades is due to the 
great concentration of greenhouse gases (carbon dioxide, methane, nitrogen oxides and others) 
released mainly as a result of human activity. As these gases build up in the atmosphere, they 
hamper the escape of heat produced by sunlight at the earth’s surface. The problem is aggravated 
by a model of development based on the intensive use of fossil fuels, which is at the heart of the 
worldwide energy system. Another determining factor has been an increase in changed uses of 
the soil, principally deforestation for agricultural purposes. 

24. Warming has effects on the carbon cycle. It creates a vicious circle which aggravates the 
situation even more, affecting the availability of essential resources like drinking water, energy 
and agricultural production in warmer regions, and leading to the extinction of part of the 
planet’s biodiversity. The melting in the polar ice caps and in high altitude plains can lead to the 
dangerous release of methane gas, while the decomposition of frozen organic material can 
further increase the emission of carbon dioxide. Things are made worse by the loss of tropical 
forests which would otherwise help to mitigate climate change. Carbon dioxide pollution 
increases the acidification of the oceans and compromises the marine food chain. If present 
trends continue, this century may well witness extraordinary climate change and an 
unprecedented destruction of ecosystems, with serious consequences for all of us. A rise in the 
sea level, for example, can create extremely serious situations, if we consider that a quarter of the 
world’s population lives on the coast or nearby, and that the majority of our megacities are 
situated in coastal areas. 

25. Climate change is a global problem with grave implications: environmental, social, 
economic, political and for the distribution of goods. It represents one of the principal challenges 
facing humanity in our day. Its worst impact will probably be felt by developing countries in 
coming decades. Many of the poor live in areas particularly affected by phenomena related to 
warming, and their means of subsistence are largely dependent on natural reserves and 
ecosystemic services such as agriculture, fishing and forestry. They have no other financial 
activities or resources which can enable them to adapt to climate change or to face natural 
disasters, and their access to social services and protection is very limited. For example, changes 
in climate, to which animals and plants cannot adapt, lead them to migrate; this in turn affects the 
livelihood of the poor, who are then forced to leave their homes, with great uncertainty for their 
future and that of their children. There has been a tragic rise in the number of migrants seeking to 
flee from the growing poverty caused by environmental degradation. They are not recognized by 
international conventions as refugees; they bear the loss of the lives they have left behind, 



without enjoying any legal protection whatsoever. Sadly, there is widespread indifference to such 
suffering, which is even now taking place throughout our world. Our lack of response to these 
tragedies involving our brothers and sisters points to the loss of that sense of responsibility for 
our fellow men and women upon which all civil society is founded. 

26. Many of those who possess more resources and economic or political power seem mostly to 
be concerned with masking the problems or concealing their symptoms, simply making efforts to 
reduce some of the negative impacts of climate change. However, many of these symptoms 
indicate that such effects will continue to worsen if we continue with current models of 
production and consumption. There is an urgent need to develop policies so that, in the next few 
years, the emission of carbon dioxide and other highly polluting gases can be drastically reduced, 
for example, substituting for fossil fuels and developing sources of renewable energy. 
Worldwide there is minimal access to clean and renewable energy. There is still a need to 
develop adequate storage technologies. Some countries have made considerable progress, 
although it is far from constituting a significant proportion. Investments have also been made in 
means of production and transportation which consume less energy and require fewer raw 
materials, as well as in methods of construction and renovating buildings which improve their 
energy efficiency. But these good practices are still far from widespread. 

CHAPTER THREE 

THE HUMAN ROOTS OF THE ECOLOGICAL CRISIS 

101. It would hardly be helpful to describe symptoms without acknowledging the human origins 
of the ecological crisis. A certain way of understanding human life and activity has gone awry, to 
the serious detriment of the world around us. Should we not pause and consider this? At this 
stage, I propose that we focus on the dominant technocratic paradigm and the place of human 
beings and of human action in the world. 

I. TECHNOLOGY: CREATIVITY AND POWER 

102. Humanity has entered a new era in which our technical prowess has brought us to a 
crossroads. We are the beneficiaries of two centuries of enormous waves of change: steam 
engines, railways, the telegraph, electricity, automobiles, aeroplanes, chemical industries, 
modern medicine, information technology and, more recently, the digital revolution, robotics, 
biotechnologies and nanotechnologies. It is right to rejoice in these advances and to be excited by 
the immense possibilities which they continue to open up before us, for “science and technology 
are wonderful products of a God-given human creativity”.[81] The modification of nature for 
useful purposes has distinguished the human family from the beginning; technology itself 
“expresses the inner tension that impels man gradually to overcome material limitations”.[82] 
Technology has remedied countless evils which used to harm and limit human beings. How can 
we not feel gratitude and appreciation for this progress, especially in the fields of medicine, 
engineering and communications? How could we not acknowledge the work of many scientists 
and engineers who have provided alternatives to make development sustainable? 



103. Technoscience, when well directed, can produce important means of improving the quality 
of human life, from useful domestic appliances to great transportation systems, bridges, 
buildings and public spaces. It can also produce art and enable men and women immersed in the 
material world to “leap” into the world of beauty. Who can deny the beauty of an aircraft or a 
skyscraper? Valuable works of art and music now make use of new technologies. So, in the 
beauty intended by the one who uses new technical instruments and in the contemplation of such 
beauty, a quantum leap occurs, resulting in a fulfilment which is uniquely human. 

104. Yet it must also be recognized that nuclear energy, biotechnology, information technology, 
knowledge of our DNA, and many other abilities which we have acquired, have given us 
tremendous power. More precisely, they have given those with the knowledge, and especially the 
economic resources to use them, an impressive dominance over the whole of humanity and the 
entire world. Never has humanity had such power over itself, yet nothing ensures that it will be 
used wisely, particularly when we consider how it is currently being used. We need but think of 
the nuclear bombs dropped in the middle of the twentieth century, or the array of technology 
which Nazism, Communism and other totalitarian regimes have employed to kill millions of 
people, to say nothing of the increasingly deadly arsenal of weapons available for modern 
warfare. In whose hands does all this power lie, or will it eventually end up? It is extremely risky 
for a small part of humanity to have it. 

105. There is a tendency to believe that every increase in power means “an increase of ‘progress’ 
itself”, an advance in “security, usefulness, welfare and vigour; …an assimilation of new values 
into the stream of culture”,[83] as if reality, goodness and truth automatically flow from 
technological and economic power as such. The fact is that “contemporary man has not been 
trained to use power well”,[84] because our immense technological development has not been 
accompanied by a development in human responsibility, values and conscience. Each age tends 
to have only a meagre awareness of its own limitations. It is possible that we do not grasp the 
gravity of the challenges now before us. “The risk is growing day by day that man will not use 
his power as he should”; in effect, “power is never considered in terms of the responsibility of 
choice which is inherent in freedom” since its “only norms are taken from alleged necessity, 
from either utility or security”.[85] But human beings are not completely autonomous. Our 
freedom fades when it is handed over to the blind forces of the unconscious, of immediate needs, 
of self-interest, and of violence. In this sense, we stand naked and exposed in the face of our 
ever-increasing power, lacking the wherewithal to control it. We have certain superficial 
mechanisms, but we cannot claim to have a sound ethics, a culture and spirituality genuinely 
capable of setting limits and teaching clear-minded self-restraint. 

II. THE GLOBALIZATION OF THE TECHNOCRATIC PARADIGM 

106. The basic problem goes even deeper: it is the way that humanity has taken up technology 
and its development according to an undifferentiated and one-dimensional paradigm. This 
paradigm exalts the concept of a subject who, using logical and rational procedures, 
progressively approaches and gains control over an external object. This subject makes every 
effort to establish the scientific and experimental method, which in itself is already a technique 
of possession, mastery and transformation. It is as if the subject were to find itself in the presence 
of something formless, completely open to manipulation. Men and women have constantly 



intervened in nature, but for a long time this meant being in tune with and respecting the 
possibilities offered by the things themselves. It was a matter of receiving what nature itself 
allowed, as if from its own hand. Now, by contrast, we are the ones to lay our hands on things, 
attempting to extract everything possible from them while frequently ignoring or forgetting the 
reality in front of us. Human beings and material objects no longer extend a friendly hand to one 
another; the relationship has become confrontational. This has made it easy to accept the idea of 
infinite or unlimited growth, which proves so attractive to economists, financiers and experts in 
technology. It is based on the lie that there is an infinite supply of the earth’s goods, and this 
leads to the planet being squeezed dry beyond every limit. It is the false notion that “an infinite 
quantity of energy and resources are available, that it is possible to renew them quickly, and that 
the negative effects of the exploitation of the natural order can be easily absorbed”.[86] 

107. It can be said that many problems of today’s world stem from the tendency, at times 
unconscious, to make the method and aims of science and technology an epistemological 
paradigm which shapes the lives of individuals and the workings of society. The effects of 
imposing this model on reality as a whole, human and social, are seen in the deterioration of the 
environment, but this is just one sign of a reductionism which affects every aspect of human and 
social life. We have to accept that technological products are not neutral, for they create a 
framework which ends up conditioning lifestyles and shaping social possibilities along the lines 
dictated by the interests of certain powerful groups. Decisions which may seem purely 
instrumental are in reality decisions about the kind of society we want to build. 

108. The idea of promoting a different cultural paradigm and employing technology as a mere 
instrument is nowadays inconceivable. The technological paradigm has become so dominant that 
it would be difficult to do without its resources and even more difficult to utilize them without 
being dominated by their internal logic. It has become countercultural to choose a lifestyle whose 
goals are even partly independent of technology, of its costs and its power to globalize and make 
us all the same. Technology tends to absorb everything into its ironclad logic, and those who are 
surrounded with technology “know full well that it moves forward in the final analysis neither 
for profit nor for the well-being of the human race”, that “in the most radical sense of the term 
power is its motive – a lordship over all”.[87] As a result, “man seizes hold of the naked 
elements of both nature and human nature”.[88] Our capacity to make decisions, a more genuine 
freedom and the space for each one’s alternative creativity are diminished. 

109. The technocratic paradigm also tends to dominate economic and political life. The economy 
accepts every advance in technology with a view to profit, without concern for its potentially 
negative impact on human beings. Finance overwhelms the real economy. The lessons of the 
global financial crisis have not been assimilated, and we are learning all too slowly the lessons of 
environmental deterioration. Some circles maintain that current economics and technology will 
solve all environmental problems, and argue, in popular and non-technical terms, that the 
problems of global hunger and poverty will be resolved simply by market growth. They are less 
concerned with certain economic theories which today scarcely anybody dares defend, than with 
their actual operation in the functioning of the economy. They may not affirm such theories with 
words, but nonetheless support them with their deeds by showing no interest in more balanced 
levels of production, a better distribution of wealth, concern for the environment and the rights of 
future generations. Their behaviour shows that for them maximizing profits is enough. Yet by 



itself the market cannot guarantee integral human development and social inclusion.[89] At the 
same time, we have “a sort of ‘superdevelopment’ of a wasteful and consumerist kind which 
forms an unacceptable contrast with the ongoing situations of dehumanizing deprivation”,[90] 
while we are all too slow in developing economic institutions and social initiatives which can 
give the poor regular access to basic resources. We fail to see the deepest roots of our present 
failures, which have to do with the direction, goals, meaning and social implications of 
technological and economic growth. 

110. The specialization which belongs to technology makes it difficult to see the larger picture. 
The fragmentation of knowledge proves helpful for concrete applications, and yet it often leads 
to a loss of appreciation for the whole, for the relationships between things, and for the broader 
horizon, which then becomes irrelevant. This very fact makes it hard to find adequate ways of 
solving the more complex problems of today’s world, particularly those regarding the 
environment and the poor; these problems cannot be dealt with from a single perspective or from 
a single set of interests. A science which would offer solutions to the great issues would 
necessarily have to take into account the data generated by other fields of knowledge, including 
philosophy and social ethics; but this is a difficult habit to acquire today. Nor are there genuine 
ethical horizons to which one can appeal. Life gradually becomes a surrender to situations 
conditioned by technology, itself viewed as the principal key to the meaning of existence. In the 
concrete situation confronting us, there are a number of symptoms which point to what is wrong, 
such as environmental degradation, anxiety, a loss of the purpose of life and of community 
living. Once more we see that “realities are more important than ideas”.[91] 

111. Ecological culture cannot be reduced to a series of urgent and partial responses to the 
immediate problems of pollution, environmental decay and the depletion of natural resources. 
There needs to be a distinctive way of looking at things, a way of thinking, policies, an 
educational programme, a lifestyle and a spirituality which together generate resistance to the 
assault of the technocratic paradigm. Otherwise, even the best ecological initiatives can find 
themselves caught up in the same globalized logic. To seek only a technical remedy to each 
environmental problem which comes up is to separate what is in reality interconnected and to 
mask the true and deepest problems of the global system. 

112. Yet we can once more broaden our vision. We have the freedom needed to limit and direct 
technology; we can put it at the service of another type of progress, one which is healthier, more 
human, more social, more integral. Liberation from the dominant technocratic paradigm does in 
fact happen sometimes, for example, when cooperatives of small producers adopt less polluting 
means of production, and opt for a non-consumerist model of life, recreation and community. Or 
when technology is directed primarily to resolving people’s concrete problems, truly helping 
them live with more dignity and less suffering. Or indeed when the desire to create and 
contemplate beauty manages to overcome reductionism through a kind of salvation which occurs 
in beauty and in those who behold it. An authentic humanity, calling for a new synthesis, seems 
to dwell in the midst of our technological culture, almost unnoticed, like a mist seeping gently 
beneath a closed door. Will the promise last, in spite of everything, with all that is authentic 
rising up in stubborn resistance? 



113. There is also the fact that people no longer seem to believe in a happy future; they no longer 
have blind trust in a better tomorrow based on the present state of the world and our technical 
abilities. There is a growing awareness that scientific and technological progress cannot be 
equated with the progress of humanity and history, a growing sense that the way to a better 
future lies elsewhere. This is not to reject the possibilities which technology continues to offer 
us. But humanity has changed profoundly, and the accumulation of constant novelties exalts a 
superficiality which pulls us in one direction. It becomes difficult to pause and recover depth in 
life. If architecture reflects the spirit of an age, our megastructures and drab apartment blocks 
express the spirit of globalized technology, where a constant flood of new products coexists with 
a tedious monotony. Let us refuse to resign ourselves to this, and continue to wonder about the 
purpose and meaning of everything. Otherwise we would simply legitimate the present situation 
and need new forms of escapism to help us endure the emptiness. 

114. All of this shows the urgent need for us to move forward in a bold cultural revolution. 
Science and technology are not neutral; from the beginning to the end of a process, various 
intentions and possibilities are in play and can take on distinct shapes. Nobody is suggesting a 
return to the Stone Age, but we do need to slow down and look at reality in a different way, to 
appropriate the positive and sustainable progress which has been made, but also to recover the 
values and the great goals swept away by our unrestrained delusions of grandeur.  

CHAPTER FOUR  

INTEGRAL ECOLOGY 

137. Since everything is closely interrelated, and today’s problems call for a vision capable of 
taking into account every aspect of the global crisis, I suggest that we now consider some 
elements of an integral ecology, one which clearly respects its human and social dimensions. 

I. ENVIRONMENTAL, ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ECOLOGY  

138. Ecology studies the relationship between living organisms and the environment in which 
they develop. This necessarily entails reflection and debate about the conditions required for the 
life and survival of society, and the honesty needed to question certain models of development, 
production and consumption. It cannot be emphasized enough how everything is interconnected. 
Time and space are not independent of one another, and not even atoms or subatomic particles 
can be considered in isolation. Just as the different aspects of the planet – physical, chemical and 
biological – are interrelated, so too living species are part of a network which we will never fully 
explore and understand. A good part of our genetic code is shared by many living beings. It 
follows that the fragmentation of knowledge and the isolation of bits of information can actually 
become a form of ignorance, unless they are integrated into a broader vision of reality. 

139. When we speak of the “environment”, what we really mean is a relationship existing 
between nature and the society which lives in it. Nature cannot be regarded as something 
separate from ourselves or as a mere setting in which we live. We are part of nature, included in 
it and thus in constant interaction with it. Recognizing the reasons why a given area is polluted 
requires a study of the workings of society, its economy, its behaviour patterns, and the ways it 



grasps reality. Given the scale of change, it is no longer possible to find a specific, discrete 
answer for each part of the problem. It is essential to seek comprehensive solutions which 
consider the interactions within natural systems themselves and with social systems. We are 
faced not with two separate crises, one environmental and the other social, but rather with one 
complex crisis which is both social and environmental. Strategies for a solution demand an 
integrated approach to combating poverty, restoring dignity to the excluded, and at the same time 
protecting nature. 

140. Due to the number and variety of factors to be taken into account when determining the 
environmental impact of a concrete undertaking, it is essential to give researchers their due role, 
to facilitate their interaction, and to ensure broad academic freedom. Ongoing research should 
also give us a better understanding of how different creatures relate to one another in making up 
the larger units which today we term “ecosystems”. We take these systems into account not only 
to determine how best to use them, but also because they have an intrinsic value independent of 
their usefulness. Each organism, as a creature of God, is good and admirable in itself; the same is 
true of the harmonious ensemble of organisms existing in a defined space and functioning as a 
system. Although we are often not aware of it, we depend on these larger systems for our own 
existence. We need only recall how ecosystems interact in dispersing carbon dioxide, purifying 
water, controlling illnesses and epidemics, forming soil, breaking down waste, and in many other 
ways which we overlook or simply do not know about. Once they become conscious of this, 
many people realize that we live and act on the basis of a reality which has previously been given 
to us, which precedes our existence and our abilities. So, when we speak of “sustainable use”, 
consideration must always be given to each ecosystem’s regenerative ability in its different areas 
and aspects. 

141. Economic growth, for its part, tends to produce predictable reactions and a certain 
standardization with the aim of simplifying procedures and reducing costs. This suggests the 
need for an “economic ecology” capable of appealing to a broader vision of reality. The 
protection of the environment is in fact “an integral part of the development process and cannot 
be considered in isolation from it”.[114] We urgently need a humanism capable of bringing 
together the different fields of knowledge, including economics, in the service of a more integral 
and integrating vision. Today, the analysis of environmental problems cannot be separated from 
the analysis of human, family, work-related and urban contexts, nor from how individuals relate 
to themselves, which leads in turn to how they relate to others and to the environment. There is 
an interrelation between ecosystems and between the various spheres of social interaction, 
demonstrating yet again that “the whole is greater than the part”.[115] 

142. If everything is related, then the health of a society’s institutions has consequences for the 
environment and the quality of human life. “Every violation of solidarity and civic friendship 
harms the environment”.[116] In this sense, social ecology is necessarily institutional, and 
gradually extends to the whole of society, from the primary social group, the family, to the wider 
local, national and international communities. Within each social stratum, and between them, 
institutions develop to regulate human relationships. Anything which weakens those institutions 
has negative consequences, such as injustice, violence and loss of freedom. A number of 
countries have a relatively low level of institutional effectiveness, which results in greater 
problems for their people while benefiting those who profit from this situation. Whether in the 



administration of the state, the various levels of civil society, or relationships between 
individuals themselves, lack of respect for the law is becoming more common. Laws may be 
well framed yet remain a dead letter. Can we hope, then, that in such cases, legislation and 
regulations dealing with the environment will really prove effective? We know, for example, that 
countries which have clear legislation about the protection of forests continue to keep silent as 
they watch laws repeatedly being broken. Moreover, what takes place in any one area can have a 
direct or indirect influence on other areas. Thus, for example, drug use in affluent societies 
creates a continual and growing demand for products imported from poorer regions, where 
behaviour is corrupted, lives are destroyed, and the environment continues to deteriorate. 

II. CULTURAL ECOLOGY 

143. Together with the patrimony of nature, there is also an historic, artistic and cultural 
patrimony which is likewise under threat. This patrimony is a part of the shared identity of each 
place and a foundation upon which to build a habitable city. It is not a matter of tearing down 
and building new cities, supposedly more respectful of the environment yet not always more 
attractive to live in. Rather, there is a need to incorporate the history, culture and architecture of 
each place, thus preserving its original identity. Ecology, then, also involves protecting the 
cultural treasures of humanity in the broadest sense. More specifically, it calls for greater 
attention to local cultures when studying environmental problems, favouring a dialogue between 
scientific-technical language and the language of the people. Culture is more than what we have 
inherited from the past; it is also, and above all, a living, dynamic and participatory present 
reality, which cannot be excluded as we rethink the relationship between human beings and the 
environment.  

144. A consumerist vision of human beings, encouraged by the mechanisms of today’s 
globalized economy, has a levelling effect on cultures, diminishing the immense variety which is 
the heritage of all humanity. Attempts to resolve all problems through uniform regulations or 
technical interventions can lead to overlooking the complexities of local problems which demand 
the active participation of all members of the community. New processes taking shape cannot 
always fit into frameworks imported from outside; they need to be based in the local culture 
itself. As life and the world are dynamic realities, so our care for the world must also be flexible 
and dynamic. Merely technical solutions run the risk of addressing symptoms and not the more 
serious underlying problems. There is a need to respect the rights of peoples and cultures, and to 
appreciate that the development of a social group presupposes an historical process which takes 
place within a cultural context and demands the constant and active involvement of local people 
from within their proper culture. Nor can the notion of the quality of life be imposed from 
without, for quality of life must be understood within the world of symbols and customs proper 
to each human group.  

145. Many intensive forms of environmental exploitation and degradation not only exhaust the 
resources which provide local communities with their livelihood, but also undo the social 
structures which, for a long time, shaped cultural identity and their sense of the meaning of life 
and community. The disappearance of a culture can be just as serious, or even more serious, than 
the disappearance of a species of plant or animal. The imposition of a dominant lifestyle linked 
to a single form of production can be just as harmful as the altering of ecosystems.  



146. In this sense, it is essential to show special care for indigenous communities and their 
cultural traditions. They are not merely one minority among others, but should be the principal 
dialogue partners, especially when large projects affecting their land are proposed. For them, 
land is not a commodity but rather a gift from God and from their ancestors who rest there, a 
sacred space with which they need to interact if they are to maintain their identity and values. 
When they remain on their land, they themselves care for it best. Nevertheless, in various parts 
of the world, pressure is being put on them to abandon their homelands to make room for 
agricultural or mining projects which are undertaken without regard for the degradation of nature 
and culture.  
 

IV. THE PRINCIPLE OF THE COMMON GOOD 

156. An integral ecology is inseparable from the notion of the common good, a central and 
unifying principle of social ethics. The common good is “the sum of those conditions of social 
life which allow social groups and their individual members relatively thorough and ready access 
to their own fulfilment”.[122]  

157. Underlying the principle of the common good is respect for the human person as such, 
endowed with basic and inalienable rights ordered to his or her integral development. It has also 
to do with the overall welfare of society and the development of a variety of intermediate groups, 
applying the principle of subsidiarity. Outstanding among those groups is the family, as the basic 
cell of society. Finally, the common good calls for social peace, the stability and security 
provided by a certain order which cannot be achieved without particular concern for distributive 
justice; whenever this is violated, violence always ensues. Society as a whole, and the state in 
particular, are obliged to defend and promote the common good.  

158. In the present condition of global society, where injustices abound and growing numbers of 
people are deprived of basic human rights and considered expendable, the principle of the 
common good immediately becomes, logically and inevitably, a summons to solidarity and a 
preferential option for the poorest of our brothers and sisters. This option entails recognizing the 
implications of the universal destination of the world’s goods, but, as I mentioned in the 
Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium,[123] it demands before all else an appreciation of the 
immense dignity of the poor in the light of our deepest convictions as believers. We need only 
look around us to see that, today, this option is in fact an ethical imperative essential for 
effectively attaining the common good.  
 

V. JUSTICE BETWEEN THE GENERATIONS 

159. The notion of the common good also extends to future generations. The global economic 
crises have made painfully obvious the detrimental effects of disregarding our common destiny, 
which cannot exclude those who come after us. We can no longer speak of sustainable 
development apart from intergenerational solidarity. Once we start to think about the kind of 
world we are leaving to future generations, we look at things differently; we realize that the 
world is a gift which we have freely received and must share with others. Since the world has 



been given to us, we can no longer view reality in a purely utilitarian way, in which efficiency 
and productivity are entirely geared to our individual benefit. Intergenerational solidarity is not 
optional, but rather a basic question of justice, since the world we have received also belongs to 
those who will follow us. The Portuguese bishops have called upon us to acknowledge this 
obligation of justice: “The environment is part of a logic of receptivity. It is on loan to each 
generation, which must then hand it on to the next”.[124] An integral ecology is marked by this 
broader vision. 

160. What kind of world do we want to leave to those who come after us, to children who are 
now growing up? This question not only concerns the environment in isolation; the issue cannot 
be approached piecemeal. When we ask ourselves what kind of world we want to leave behind, 
we think in the first place of its general direction, its meaning and its values. Unless we struggle 
with these deeper issues, I do not believe that our concern for ecology will produce significant 
results. But if these issues are courageously faced, we are led inexorably to ask other pointed 
questions: What is the purpose of our life in this world? Why are we here? What is the goal of 
our work and all our efforts? What need does the earth have of us? It is no longer enough, then, 
simply to state that we should be concerned for future generations. We need to see that what is at 
stake is our own dignity. Leaving an inhabitable planet to future generations is, first and 
foremost, up to us. The issue is one which dramatically affects us, for it has to do with the 
ultimate meaning of our earthly sojourn. 

161. Doomsday predictions can no longer be met with irony or disdain. We may well be leaving 
to coming generations debris, desolation and filth. The pace of consumption, waste and 
environmental change has so stretched the planet’s capacity that our contemporary lifestyle, 
unsustainable as it is, can only precipitate catastrophes, such as those which even now 
periodically occur in different areas of the world. The effects of the present imbalance can only 
be reduced by our decisive action, here and now. We need to reflect on our accountability before 
those who will have to endure the dire consequences. 

162. Our difficulty in taking up this challenge seriously has much to do with an ethical and 
cultural decline which has accompanied the deterioration of the environment. Men and women of 
our postmodern world run the risk of rampant individualism, and many problems of society are 
connected with today’s self-centred culture of instant gratification. We see this in the crisis of 
family and social ties and the difficulties of recognizing the other. Parents can be prone to 
impulsive and wasteful consumption, which then affects their children who find it increasingly 
difficult to acquire a home of their own and build a family. Furthermore, our inability to think 
seriously about future generations is linked to our inability to broaden the scope of our present 
interests and to give consideration to those who remain excluded from development. Let us not 
only keep the poor of the future in mind, but also today’s poor, whose life on this earth is brief 
and who cannot keep on waiting. Hence, “in addition to a fairer sense of intergenerational 
solidarity there is also an urgent moral need for a renewed sense of intragenerational 
solidarity”.[125] 

CHAPTER FIVE  

LINES OF APPROACH AND ACTION 



163. So far I have attempted to take stock of our present situation, pointing to the cracks in the 
planet that we inhabit as well as to the profoundly human causes of environmental degradation. 
Although the contemplation of this reality in itself has already shown the need for a change of 
direction and other courses of action, now we shall try to outline the major paths of dialogue 
which can help us escape the spiral of self-destruction which currently engulfs us.  

I. DIALOGUE ON THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY 

164. Beginning in the middle of the last century and overcoming many difficulties, there has 
been a growing conviction that our planet is a homeland and that humanity is one people living 
in a common home. An interdependent world not only makes us more conscious of the negative 
effects of certain lifestyles and models of production and consumption which affect us all; more 
importantly, it motivates us to ensure that solutions are proposed from a global perspective, and 
not simply to defend the interests of a few countries. Interdependence obliges us to think of one 
world with a common plan. Yet the same ingenuity which has brought about enormous 
technological progress has so far proved incapable of finding effective ways of dealing with 
grave environmental and social problems worldwide. A global consensus is essential for 
confronting the deeper problems, which cannot be resolved by unilateral actions on the part of 
individual countries. Such a consensus could lead, for example, to planning a sustainable and 
diversified agriculture, developing renewable and less polluting forms of energy, encouraging a 
more efficient use of energy, promoting a better management of marine and forest resources, and 
ensuring universal access to drinking water.  

165. We know that technology based on the use of highly polluting fossil fuels – especially coal, 
but also oil and, to a lesser degree, gas – needs to be progressively replaced without delay. Until 
greater progress is made in developing widely accessible sources of renewable energy, it is 
legitimate to choose the less harmful alternative or to find short-term solutions. But the 
international community has still not reached adequate agreements about the responsibility for 
paying the costs of this energy transition. In recent decades, environmental issues have given rise 
to considerable public debate and have elicited a variety of committed and generous civic 
responses. Politics and business have been slow to react in a way commensurate with the 
urgency of the challenges facing our world. Although the post-industrial period may well be 
remembered as one of the most irresponsible in history, nonetheless there is reason to hope that 
humanity at the dawn of the twenty-first century will be remembered for having generously 
shouldered its grave responsibilities. 

166. Worldwide, the ecological movement has made significant advances, thanks also to the 
efforts of many organizations of civil society. It is impossible here to mention them all, or to 
review the history of their contributions. But thanks to their efforts, environmental questions 
have increasingly found a place on public agendas and encouraged more far-sighted approaches. 
This notwithstanding, recent World Summits on the environment have not lived up to 
expectations because, due to lack of political will, they were unable to reach truly meaningful 
and effective global agreements on the environment. 

170. Some strategies for lowering pollutant gas emissions call for the internationalization of 
environmental costs, which would risk imposing on countries with fewer resources burdensome 



commitments to reducing emissions comparable to those of the more industrialized countries. 
Imposing such measures penalizes those countries most in need of development. A further 
injustice is perpetrated under the guise of protecting the environment. Here also, the poor end up 
paying the price. Furthermore, since the effects of climate change will be felt for a long time to 
come, even if stringent measures are taken now, some countries with scarce resources will 
require assistance in adapting to the effects already being produced, which affect their 
economies. In this context, there is a need for common and differentiated responsibilities. As the 
bishops of Bolivia have stated, “the countries which have benefited from a high degree of 
industrialization, at the cost of enormous emissions of greenhouse gases, have a greater 
responsibility for providing a solution to the problems they have caused”.[127]  

171. The strategy of buying and selling “carbon credits” can lead to a new form of speculation 
which would not help reduce the emission of polluting gases worldwide. This system seems to 
provide a quick and easy solution under the guise of a certain commitment to the environment, 
but in no way does it allow for the radical change which present circumstances require. Rather, it 
may simply become a ploy which permits maintaining the excessive consumption of some 
countries and sectors.  

172. For poor countries, the priorities must be to eliminate extreme poverty and to promote the 
social development of their people. At the same time, they need to acknowledge the scandalous 
level of consumption in some privileged sectors of their population and to combat corruption 
more effectively. They are likewise bound to develop less polluting forms of energy production, 
but to do so they require the help of countries which have experienced great growth at the cost of 
the ongoing pollution of the planet. Taking advantage of abundant solar energy will require the 
establishment of mechanisms and subsidies which allow developing countries access to 
technology transfer, technical assistance and financial resources, but in a way which respects 
their concrete situations, since “the compatibility of [infrastructures] with the context for which 
they have been designed is not always adequately assessed”.[128] The costs of this would be 
low, compared to the risks of climate change. In any event, these are primarily ethical decisions, 
rooted in solidarity between all peoples. 

173. Enforceable international agreements are urgently needed, since local authorities are not 
always capable of effective intervention. Relations between states must be respectful of each 
other’s sovereignty, but must also lay down mutually agreed means of averting regional disasters 
which would eventually affect everyone. Global regulatory norms are needed to impose 
obligations and prevent unacceptable actions, for example, when powerful companies or 
countries dump contaminated waste or offshore polluting industries in other countries. 

174. Let us also mention the system of governance of the oceans. International and regional 
conventions do exist, but fragmentation and the lack of strict mechanisms of regulation, control 
and penalization end up undermining these efforts. The growing problem of marine waste and 
the protection of the open seas represent particular challenges. What is needed, in effect, is an 
agreement on systems of governance for the whole range of so-called “global commons”. 

175. The same mindset which stands in the way of making radical decisions to reverse the trend 
of global warming also stands in the way of achieving the goal of eliminating poverty. A more 



responsible overall approach is needed to deal with both problems: the reduction of pollution and 
the development of poorer countries and regions. The twenty-first century, while maintaining 
systems of governance inherited from the past, is witnessing a weakening of the power of nation 
states, chiefly because the economic and financial sectors, being transnational, tends to prevail 
over the political. Given this situation, it is essential to devise stronger and more efficiently 
organized international institutions, with functionaries who are appointed fairly by agreement 
among national governments, and empowered to impose sanctions. As Benedict XVI has 
affirmed in continuity with the social teaching of the Church: “To manage the global economy; 
to revive economies hit by the crisis; to avoid any deterioration of the present crisis and the 
greater imbalances that would result; to bring about integral and timely disarmament, food 
security and peace; to guarantee the protection of the environment and to regulate migration: for 
all this, there is urgent need of a true world political authority, as my predecessor Blessed John 
XXIII indicated some years ago”.[129] Diplomacy also takes on new importance in the work of 
developing international strategies which can anticipate serious problems affecting us all. 

II. DIALOGUE FOR NEW NATIONAL AND LOCAL POLICIES 

177. Given the real potential for a misuse of human abilities, individual states can no longer 
ignore their responsibility for planning, coordination, oversight and enforcement within their 
respective borders. How can a society plan and protect its future amid constantly developing 
technological innovations? One authoritative source of oversight and coordination is the law, 
which lays down rules for admissible conduct in the light of the common good. The limits which 
a healthy, mature and sovereign society must impose are those related to foresight and security, 
regulatory norms, timely enforcement, the elimination of corruption, effective responses to 
undesired side-effects of production processes, and appropriate intervention where potential or 
uncertain risks are involved. There is a growing jurisprudence dealing with the reduction of 
pollution by business activities. But political and institutional frameworks do not exist simply to 
avoid bad practice, but also to promote best practice, to stimulate creativity in seeking new 
solutions and to encourage individual or group initiatives.  

178. A politics concerned with immediate results, supported by consumerist sectors of the 
population, is driven to produce short-term growth. In response to electoral interests, 
governments are reluctant to upset the public with measures which could affect the level of 
consumption or create risks for foreign investment. The myopia of power politics delays the 
inclusion of a far-sighted environmental agenda within the overall agenda of governments. Thus 
we forget that “time is greater than space”,[130] that we are always more effective when we 
generate processes rather than holding on to positions of power. True statecraft is manifest when, 
in difficult times, we uphold high principles and think of the long-term common good. Political 
powers do not find it easy to assume this duty in the work of nation-building. 

179. In some places, cooperatives are being developed to exploit renewable sources of energy 
which ensure local self-sufficiency and even the sale of surplus energy. This simple example 
shows that, while the existing world order proves powerless to assume its responsibilities, local 
individuals and groups can make a real difference. They are able to instil a greater sense of 
responsibility, a strong sense of community, a readiness to protect others, a spirit of creativity 
and a deep love for the land. They are also concerned about what they will eventually leave to 



their children and grandchildren. These values are deeply rooted in indigenous peoples. Because 
the enforcement of laws is at times inadequate due to corruption, public pressure has to be 
exerted in order to bring about decisive political action. Society, through non-governmental 
organizations and intermediate groups, must put pressure on governments to develop more 
rigorous regulations, procedures and controls. Unless citizens control political power – national, 
regional and municipal – it will not be possible to control damage to the environment. Local 
legislation can be more effective, too, if agreements exist between neighbouring communities to 
support the same environmental policies. 

180. There are no uniform recipes, because each country or region has its own problems and 
limitations. It is also true that political realism may call for transitional measures and 
technologies, so long as these are accompanied by the gradual framing and acceptance of binding 
commitments. At the same time, on the national and local levels, much still needs to be done, 
such as promoting ways of conserving energy. These would include favouring forms of industrial 
production with maximum energy efficiency and diminished use of raw materials, removing 
from the market products which are less energy efficient or more polluting, improving transport 
systems, and encouraging the construction and repair of buildings aimed at reducing their energy 
consumption and levels of pollution. Political activity on the local level could also be directed to 
modifying consumption, developing an economy of waste disposal and recycling, protecting 
certain species and planning a diversified agriculture and the rotation of crops. Agriculture in 
poorer regions can be improved through investment in rural infrastructures, a better organization 
of local or national markets, systems of irrigation, and the development of techniques of 
sustainable agriculture. New forms of cooperation and community organization can be 
encouraged in order to defend the interests of small producers and preserve local ecosystems 
from destruction. Truly, much can be done! 

181. Here, continuity is essential, because policies related to climate change and environmental 
protection cannot be altered with every change of government. Results take time and demand 
immediate outlays which may not produce tangible effects within any one government’s term. 
That is why, in the absence of pressure from the public and from civic institutions, political 
authorities will always be reluctant to intervene, all the more when urgent needs must be met. To 
take up these responsibilities and the costs they entail, politicians will inevitably clash with the 
mindset of short-term gain and results which dominates present-day economics and politics. But 
if they are courageous, they will attest to their God-given dignity and leave behind a testimony of 
selfless responsibility. A healthy politics is sorely needed, capable of reforming and coordinating 
institutions, promoting best practices and overcoming undue pressure and bureaucratic inertia. It 
should be added, though, that even the best mechanisms can break down when there are no 
worthy goals and values, or a genuine and profound humanism to serve as the basis of a noble 
and generous society.  

III. DIALOGUE AND TRANSPARENCY IN DECISION-MAKING 

182. An assessment of the environmental impact of business ventures and projects demands 
transparent political processes involving a free exchange of views. On the other hand, the forms 
of corruption which conceal the actual environmental impact of a given project, in exchange for 



favours, usually produce specious agreements which fail to inform adequately and to allow for 
full debate.  

183. Environmental impact assessment should not come after the drawing up of a business 
proposition or the proposal of a particular policy, plan or programme. It should be part of the 
process from the beginning, and be carried out in a way which is interdisciplinary, transparent 
and free of all economic or political pressure. It should be linked to a study of working 
conditions and possible effects on people’s physical and mental health, on the local economy and 
on public safety. Economic returns can thus be forecast more realistically, taking into account 
potential scenarios and the eventual need for further investment to correct possible undesired 
effects. A consensus should always be reached between the different stakeholders, who can offer 
a variety of approaches, solutions and alternatives. The local population should have a special 
place at the table; they are concerned about their own future and that of their children, and can 
consider goals transcending immediate economic interest. We need to stop thinking in terms of 
“interventions” to save the environment in favour of policies developed and debated by all 
interested parties. The participation of the latter also entails being fully informed about such 
projects and their different risks and possibilities; this includes not just preliminary decisions but 
also various follow-up activities and continued monitoring. Honesty and truth are needed in 
scientific and political discussions; these should not be limited to the issue of whether or not a 
particular project is permitted by law. 

184. In the face of possible risks to the environment which may affect the common good now 
and in the future, decisions must be made “based on a comparison of the risks and benefits 
foreseen for the various possible alternatives”.[131] This is especially the case when a project 
may lead to a greater use of natural resources, higher levels of emission or discharge, an increase 
of refuse, or significant changes to the landscape, the habitats of protected species or public 
spaces. Some projects, if insufficiently studied, can profoundly affect the quality of life of an 
area due to very different factors such as unforeseen noise pollution, the shrinking of visual 
horizons, the loss of cultural values, or the effects of nuclear energy use. The culture of 
consumerism, which prioritizes short-term gain and private interest, can make it easy to rubber-
stamp authorizations or to conceal information. 

185. In any discussion about a proposed venture, a number of questions need to be asked in order 
to discern whether or not it will contribute to genuine integral development. What will it 
accomplish? Why? Where? When? How? For whom? What are the risks? What are the costs? 
Who will pay those costs and how? In this discernment, some questions must have higher 
priority. For example, we know that water is a scarce and indispensable resource and a 
fundamental right which conditions the exercise of other human rights. This indisputable fact 
overrides any other assessment of environmental impact on a region. 

186. The Rio Declaration of 1992 states that “where there are threats of serious or irreversible 
damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a pretext for postponing cost-
effective measures”[132] which prevent environmental degradation. This precautionary principle 
makes it possible to protect those who are most vulnerable and whose ability to defend their 
interests and to assemble incontrovertible evidence is limited. If objective information suggests 
that serious and irreversible damage may result, a project should be halted or modified, even in 



the absence of indisputable proof. Here the burden of proof is effectively reversed, since in such 
cases objective and conclusive demonstrations will have to be brought forward to demonstrate 
that the proposed activity will not cause serious harm to the environment or to those who inhabit 
it. 

187. This does not mean being opposed to any technological innovations which can bring about 
an improvement in the quality of life. But it does mean that profit cannot be the sole criterion to 
be taken into account, and that, when significant new information comes to light, a reassessment 
should be made, with the involvement of all interested parties. The outcome may be a decision 
not to proceed with a given project, to modify it or to consider alternative proposals. 

IV. POLITICS AND ECONOMY IN DIALOGUE FOR HUMAN FULFILMENT 

189. Politics must not be subject to the economy, nor should the economy be subject to the 
dictates of an efficiency-driven paradigm of technocracy. Today, in view of the common good, 
there is urgent need for politics and economics to enter into a frank dialogue in the service of 
life, especially human life. Saving banks at any cost, making the public pay the price, foregoing a 
firm commitment to reviewing and reforming the entire system, only reaffirms the absolute 
power of a financial system, a power which has no future and will only give rise to new crises 
after a slow, costly and only apparent recovery. The financial crisis of 2007-08 provided an 
opportunity to develop a new economy, more attentive to ethical principles, and new ways of 
regulating speculative financial practices and virtual wealth. But the response to the crisis did not 
include rethinking the outdated criteria which continue to rule the world. Production is not 
always rational, and is usually tied to economic variables which assign to products a value that 
does not necessarily correspond to their real worth. This frequently leads to an overproduction of 
some commodities, with unnecessary impact on the environment and with negative results on 
regional economies.[133] The financial bubble also tends to be a productive bubble. The 
problem of the real economy is not confronted with vigour, yet it is the real economy which 
makes diversification and improvement in production possible, helps companies to function well, 
and enables small and medium businesses to develop and create employment. 

190. Here too, it should always be kept in mind that “environmental protection cannot be assured 
solely on the basis of financial calculations of costs and benefits. The environment is one of 
those goods that cannot be adequately safeguarded or promoted by market forces”.[134] Once 
more, we need to reject a magical conception of the market, which would suggest that problems 
can be solved simply by an increase in the profits of companies or individuals. Is it realistic to 
hope that those who are obsessed with maximizing profits will stop to reflect on the 
environmental damage which they will leave behind for future generations? Where profits alone 
count, there can be no thinking about the rhythms of nature, its phases of decay and regeneration, 
or the complexity of ecosystems which may be gravely upset by human intervention. Moreover, 
biodiversity is considered at most a deposit of economic resources available for exploitation, 
with no serious thought for the real value of things, their significance for persons and cultures, or 
the concerns and needs of the poor. 

191. Whenever these questions are raised, some react by accusing others of irrationally 
attempting to stand in the way of progress and human development. But we need to grow in the 



conviction that a decrease in the pace of production and consumption can at times give rise to 
another form of progress and development. Efforts to promote a sustainable use of natural 
resources are not a waste of money, but rather an investment capable of providing other 
economic benefits in the medium term. If we look at the larger picture, we can see that more 
diversified and innovative forms of production which impact less on the environment can prove 
very profitable. It is a matter of openness to different possibilities which do not involve stifling 
human creativity and its ideals of progress, but rather directing that energy along new channels. 

192. For example, a path of productive development, which is more creative and better directed, 
could correct the present disparity between excessive technological investment in consumption 
and insufficient investment in resolving urgent problems facing the human family. It could 
generate intelligent and profitable ways of reusing, revamping and recycling, and it could also 
improve the energy efficiency of cities. Productive diversification offers the fullest possibilities 
to human ingenuity to create and innovate, while at the same time protecting the environment 
and creating more sources of employment. Such creativity would be a worthy expression of our 
most noble human qualities, for we would be striving intelligently, boldly and responsibly to 
promote a sustainable and equitable development within the context of a broader concept of 
quality of life. On the other hand, to find ever new ways of despoiling nature, purely for the sake 
of new consumer items and quick profit, would be, in human terms, less worthy and creative, and 
more superficial.  

193. In any event, if in some cases sustainable development were to involve new forms of 
growth, then in other cases, given the insatiable and irresponsible growth produced over many 
decades, we need also to think of containing growth by setting some reasonable limits and even 
retracing our steps before it is too late. We know how unsustainable is the behaviour of those 
who constantly consume and destroy, while others are not yet able to live in a way worthy of 
their human dignity. That is why the time has come to accept decreased growth in some parts of 
the world, in order to provide resources for other places to experience healthy growth. Benedict 
XVI has said that “technologically advanced societies must be prepared to encourage more sober 
lifestyles, while reducing their energy consumption and improving its efficiency”.[135]  

194. For new models of progress to arise, there is a need to change “models of global 
development”;[136] this will entail a responsible reflection on “the meaning of the economy and 
its goals with an eye to correcting its malfunctions and misapplications”.[137] It is not enough to 
balance, in the medium term, the protection of nature with financial gain, or the preservation of 
the environment with progress. Halfway measures simply delay the inevitable disaster. Put 
simply, it is a matter of redefining our notion of progress. A technological and economic 
development which does not leave in its wake a better world and an integrally higher quality of 
life cannot be considered progress. Frequently, in fact, people’s quality of life actually 
diminishes – by the deterioration of the environment, the low quality of food or the depletion of 
resources – in the midst of economic growth. In this context, talk of sustainable growth usually 
becomes a way of distracting attention and offering excuses. It absorbs the language and values 
of ecology into the categories of finance and technocracy, and the social and environmental 
responsibility of businesses often gets reduced to a series of marketing and image-enhancing 
measures.  



195. The principle of the maximization of profits, frequently isolated from other considerations, 
reflects a misunderstanding of the very concept of the economy. As long as production is 
increased, little concern is given to whether it is at the cost of future resources or the health of the 
environment; as long as the clearing of a forest increases production, no one calculates the losses 
entailed in the desertification of the land, the harm done to biodiversity or the increased 
pollution. In a word, businesses profit by calculating and paying only a fraction of the costs 
involved. Yet only when “the economic and social costs of using up shared environmental 
resources are recognized with transparency and fully borne by those who incur them, not by 
other peoples or future generations”, [138] can those actions be considered ethical. An 
instrumental way of reasoning, which provides a purely static analysis of realities in the service 
of present needs, is at work whether resources are allocated by the market or by state central 
planning. 

196. What happens with politics? Let us keep in mind the principle of subsidiarity, which grants 
freedom to develop the capabilities present at every level of society, while also demanding a 
greater sense of responsibility for the common good from those who wield greater power. Today, 
it is the case that some economic sectors exercise more power than states themselves. But 
economics without politics cannot be justified, since this would make it impossible to favour 
other ways of handling the various aspects of the present crisis. The mindset which leaves no 
room for sincere concern for the environment is the same mindset which lacks concern for the 
inclusion of the most vulnerable members of society. For “the current model, with its emphasis 
on success and self-reliance, does not appear to favour an investment in efforts to help the slow, 
the weak or the less talented to find opportunities in life”.[139] 

197. What is needed is a politics which is far-sighted and capable of a new, integral and 
interdisciplinary approach to handling the different aspects of the crisis. Often, politics itself is 
responsible for the disrepute in which it is held, on account of corruption and the failure to enact 
sound public policies. If in a given region the state does not carry out its responsibilities, some 
business groups can come forward in the guise of benefactors, wield real power, and consider 
themselves exempt from certain rules, to the point of tolerating different forms of organized 
crime, human trafficking, the drug trade and violence, all of which become very difficult to 
eradicate. If politics shows itself incapable of breaking such a perverse logic, and remains caught 
up in inconsequential discussions, we will continue to avoid facing the major problems of 
humanity. A strategy for real change calls for rethinking processes in their entirety, for it is not 
enough to include a few superficial ecological considerations while failing to question the logic 
which underlies present-day culture. A healthy politics needs to be able to take up this challenge. 

198. Politics and the economy tend to blame each other when it comes to poverty and 
environmental degradation. It is to be hoped that they can acknowledge their own mistakes and 
find forms of interaction directed to the common good. While some are concerned only with 
financial gain, and others with holding on to or increasing their power, what we are left with are 
conflicts or spurious agreements where the last thing either party is concerned about is caring for 
the environment and protecting those who are most vulnerable. Here too, we see how true it is 
that “unity is greater than conflict”.[140]  



Given in Rome at Saint Peter’s on 24 May, the Solemnity of Pentecost, in the year 2015, the third 
of my Pontificate. 

Franciscus 
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Kwakiutl

Cook’s Ferry Band

Tseshaht First Nation

Fort Nelson

Da’naxda’xw Nation

Skeetchestn

Siska Indian Band

Shackan Indian Band

Skatsin/Neskonlith

Soowahlie

Saik’uz

Splatsin

Quatsino

Coldwater Band

Lhtako (Red Bluff)

Boston Bar First Nation

Save the Fraser Declaration

Chawathil First Nation

Lhoosk’uz Dene Nation

Okanagan Indian Band

We have inhabited and governed our territories 
within the Fraser watershed, according to our laws 

and traditions, since time immemorial. Our relationship 
with the watershed is ancient and profound, and our 
inherent Title and Rights and legal authority over these 
lands and waters have never been relinquished through 
treaty or war.

Water is life, for our peoples and for all living things 
that depend on it. The Fraser River and its tributaries 
are our lifeline. 

A threat to the Fraser and its headwaters is a threat to all who 
depend on its health. We will not allow our fish, animals, 
plants, people and ways of life to be placed at risk.  

We have come together to defend these lands and waters 
from a grave threat: the Enbridge Northern Gateway 
Pipelines project. This project which would link the Tar 
Sands to Asia through our territories and the headwaters 
of this great river, and the federal process to approve 

it, violate our laws, traditions, values and our inherent 
rights as Indigenous Peoples under international law.    
We are united to exercise our inherent Title, Rights, 
and responsibility to ourselves, our ancestors, our 
descendants and to the people of the world, to defend 
these lands and waters. Our laws require that we do this.    

Therefore, in upholding our ancestral laws, Title, 
Rights and responsibilities, we declare: 

We will not allow the proposed Enbridge Northern 
Gateway Pipelines, or similar Tar Sands projects, to 
cross our lands, territories and watersheds, or the 
ocean migration routes of Fraser River salmon. 

We are adamant and resolved in this declaration, made 
according to our Indigenous laws and authority. We 
call on all who would place our lands and waters at 
risk – we have suffered enough, we will protect our 
watersheds, and we will not tolerate this great threat to 
us all and to all future generations. 

Declared at T’exelc (Williams Lake), Secwepemc Territory, and Vancouver, Coast Salish Territories,  
and affirmed by the following Indigenous nations:

St’át’imc

SaveTheFraser.ca

WE THE UNDERSIGNED INDIGENOUS NATIONS OF THE FRASER RIVER WATERSHED DECLARE:

Gathering    of Nations
P R OT E C T I N G  O U R  W AT E R S H E D  F R O M  O I L

FRASER NATIONS VISUAL IDENTITY • NOV 2010

S
A

V E  T H E  F R ASE
R

Yakweakwioose

Burns Lake Band

Alexis Creek First Nation

Bonaparte

Campbell River

Stswecem’c/Xgat’tem (Canoe Creek)

Cape Mudge Band

Ktunaxa Nation

Lake Babine Nation

Nadleh Whut’en

Nicomen Indian Band

Penticton Indian Band, Okanagan Nation

Sumas

Adams Lake

Esketemc

Mt. Currie Band/Lil’wat Nation

Musqueam Indian Band

N’Quatqua

Nak’azdli

Nooaitch Indian Band

Tl’esqox/Toosey

Tsq’escen First Nation (Canim Lake Band)

Xeni Gwet’in First Nations Government

Kwantlen

Lyackson

SUPPORTING:

Bridge River Indian Band

FRASER NATIONS:

Athabasca Chipewyan 

Smith’s Landing

K’atl’odeeche

Deh Gah Gotie

Liidlii Kue

Dene Nation

Dehcho

Keepers of the Athabasca

Dene Tha’ 

Beaver Lake Cree

Coastal First Nations

Gitxaala

Haida Nation

Xaxli’p

Xat’sūll (Soda Creek)

Wet’suwet’en First Nation

Wet’suwet’en Hereditary Chiefs

Upper Nicola

Tsleil-Waututh

Ulkatcho Band

Tzeachten

BC Metis Federation Tahltan Band Council Tahltan Central Council Kitigan Zibi Algonquin Nation

Brave Heart Society Ihanktonwan Dakota Oyate

Tl’azt’en

T’exelc (Williams Lake Band)

Takla Lake First Nation

T’ít’q’et

Squamish Nation


