‘The solution to our environmental problems lies with the people, not with governments.’ Do you agree?

As our environmental problems begin to compound, with scientists proclaiming the start of Earth’s 6th mass extinction, politicians, environmentalists and common folk alike have begun to broach the most important question of the century: how do we solve our environmental problems? The result is a pushing of responsibility from one party to another, with the masses reasoning that the government should be the one to solve these problems given that they wield a large amount of power, and the government bemoaning their lack of progress environmentally and blaming the masses for their profligate wasting of resources instead. My stand is that that the solution to our environmental problems lies neither with the people nor the government, but rather with the big business conglomerates around the world, for their profit motive causes them to use up Mother Earth’s resources at an enormous rate, and the fact that they have many bases of operation around the world means government policies have little impact on their actions.

However, the people still have a role to play in solving our environmental problems. The masses contribute to environmental problems today by wasting resources through their day to day actions, such as refusing to turn off lights and fans when not using a room in their house, turning the air conditioner to the lowest temperature possible, and wasting food and water. A brief example to show this wastage of resources is how in Singapore, the National Environmental Agency found that Singaporeans wasted close to 800 000 tonnes of food in 2014, and considering the fact that Singapore is a small country, the scale of food wastage in bigger nations like China and America would undoubtedly be proportionally bigger. Were societal habits to be changed, and the power of the masses harnessed, our environmental problems could be ameliorated, since the effect of nearly 7 billion people in the world cutting down their wastage of resources and doing eco-friendly activities like recycling would be massive indeed. Therefore, prima facie, the argument that the solution to our environmental problems lies with the people may hold.

Nonetheless, this is not necessarily the case. As Leonardo DiCaprio, an environmental activist  mentioned in a recent United Nations Summit, the solution to our environmental problems has “moved beyond the actions of the people”. Instead, it has moved to governments and businesses around the world. The scale and impact of our current environmental problems is so great that changing societal habits of the masses is no longer sufficient to counter environmental degradation if they can even be changed in the first place, given man’s natural tendency to be resistant to change which is evident in how we choose to shape our environment to fit us rather than adapt our habits to fit nature. At this stage, only action at the government and conglomerate level will suffice to make a huge enough impact in solving environmental problems, given that these two parties are the major parties responsible for the massive amount of pollution in the world. Hence, the solution to our environmental problems does not just lie with the people.

Governments potentially wield a significant amount of power in solving environmental problems. They control their country’s usage of resources, and thus have the power to cut down on this usage. Additionally, governments of different countries can cooperate with each other and meet at different environmental summits to discuss policies to save the Earth. For example, in the 2009 Copenhagen Summit, USA and China met and pledged to prevent the world temperature from increasing by 2°C. In the USA, President Obama also pledged to cut down on carbon emission by 17% by 2020. Therefore, the actions of the government may be a promising solution to our environmental problems.

The truth is far from it. While governments do have the power to make a huge change and cut down on their energy usage, it is unlikely they will do so. Politically, they maintain a front by appearing to strive towards solving the Earth’s environmental problems. Realistically, they do not, because of a few reasons. Firstly, there is a power struggle between the USA and China. China is a rising superpower, and in order to overtake the USA economically, it has to continue and even increase its usage of resources to generate more energy for factories and other industrial developments. Secondly, developing countries themselves are in the midst of achieving a better standard of living for their people and breaking out of the poverty cycle. There is thus no incentive for their governments to cut down or even remain at their current level of pollution and resource usage, resulting in even more greenhouse gases being continuously emitted. Even agreements made at the inter-state levels and domestic targets set by governments are largely a farce. In the earlier examples, while President Obama did pledge to cut down on carbon emissions by 17% by 2020, the reality is that the USA has an annual increase of 0.3% in its carbon emissions, according to a survey conducted by a US energy watchdog. And while the pledge by USA and China to prevent the world temperature from increasing by 2°C may seem promising, the agreement is firstly non-binding, meaning that the countries need not stay true to their end of the bargain, and secondly, an increase of 2°C in the world temperature is literally a death sentence for low-lying coastal states and the sub-Saharan nations. Finally, while governments may also implement policies to limit the massive usage (and wastage) of resources by big private conglomerates, the fact is that the conglomerates themselves have bases of operations in many other countries, and can shift their base of operation to avoid being under such government policies. Hence, while the government does have the power to solve our environmental problems, it is unlikely that they will do so.

Rather, the solution to our environmental problems lies with the conglomerates. Big private conglomerates use a lot of resources, some even more than the governments of small countries. If they can change, and cut down on their energy usage while still gaining profits from their businesses, their actions would have a big impact on solving environmental problems, and this has been proven to achievable. For example, an Indonesian tycoon who owns one of the biggest logging companies in Indonesia recently partnered with global environmental organisation Greenpeace, pledging to cut down 50% of the logging activities of his company, with Greenpeace present to see that he held true to the pledge. These big private conglomerates also do not face the problem of political inertia or the risk of being voted out in elections due to unpopular environmental policies, two major problems which governments face. Instead, these conglomerates have only one key concern: profit. As long as profit is attained, they will be willing to go forward with environmental policies. In addition, implementing such policies is a good marketing strategy as well, since environmentalism is gaining traction among the masses as people begin to realise the dire state that their world is in. By implementing eco-friendly policies, such conglomerates show themselves to be the ‘good guys’ and have a better public image. Hence, conglomerates are the solution to our environmental problems since they are able to make as big an impact as governments, and face fewer obstacles in doing so.
In conclusion, while people have a part to play in solving our environmental problems, the situation has degenerated to a state where individual actions are no longer sufficient and the actions of governments and conglomerates are more crucial. However, the government has proven itself incapable of achieving tangible advancements in solving the environmental problems, and so, the solution lies not with the people or governments, but the conglomerates that are able to make as big an impact as the government, would, and yet not face as many obstacles.
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