



























































































































































































































































Consequently, when something happens is usually not important; the
future hangs on the past which is precisely why the Treaty of

Waitangi, for example, cannot be 1lightly jettisoned. Each
successive generation is committed to playing its part in
fulfilling the vision of the Treaty. A distinction between the

near future and the far future would be incompatible with this.l

To the Pakeha, time is linear; past flows into present and present
into future. To the Maori, time is cyelic - both in a seasonal
sense and in a generational sense. Death, whether of a flower or
a person, 1is a beginning as well as an end, and essential to the
process of renewal of life.

Thus, in Maoritanga there is no explicit separation between the
"seen" and "unseen", between tupuna (ancestor) and uri (descen-
dant). The wairua (spirit) of an ancestor may 1live on in a
descendant and descendants are produced to carry out the plans of
the past. This strong identification with those in the past and
with those yet to come 1is expressed in marae protocol. Women are
associated with birth and death. Thus women who are capable of
conceiving do not call to the tupuna, nor sit in the front row on
a marae. The unborn must be be protected from potential danger.3
Whakatipuranga, the word for future generations, contains the
notion of a tender plant yet to grow and blossom.

Despite the difference between Maori and Pakeha concepts of time,
there are some similarities.

The first intuition about our responsibilities to future gener-
ations discussed in Chapter 8, is the notion that the continuity

of the human race matters profoundly. To Maori, the perpetuation
of the mauri or life force of one’s tribe 1is an unquestioned
obligation. But the mauri of other tribes must also survive; in

warfare one tribe must not completely exterminate another. 2

Pakeha culture is not completely devoid of notions of "spiritu-
ality 1in nature" and many see an appeal to the "sacred" as having
both the moral and motivational force we need to leave a healthy
environment for people in the future.

The moral irrelevance of time is reflected in the thoughts of some
European philosophers. For example, Gregory Kavka argues that a
rational morality must be timeless; the morality or otherwise of
an action does not depend on its location in time (see Section
12.2). In the same category is Annette Baier’s assertion that our
moral community is necessarily cross-temporal as well as cross-
cultural. Then there is the debate on reciprocity,; many Europeans
see currently existing people receiving from the past in order to
give to the future.

One conclusion from this report is the notion that there may well
be harms we can inflict on the environment (and therefore on
people in the future) which are "unallowable”. Hence there may be
a need for absolute environmental standards or prohibitions.
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This concept is familiar to Maori. The ozone layer, for example,
could be designated a taonga, that is, a natural treasure, and,

therefore, should not be violated. Taonga can be protected by
the placing of rahui - prohibitions, usually on certain prac-
tices.

Maori culture is regarded as more "conservationist" than Pakeha
culture, but this is something that has evolved from experience,
that is, it has been learned.

" .. there is good evidence that the Maori people did
not sustain all the resources they found on arriving
here. In Palliser Bay, for example, they worked
their way through the forest birds, the marine mammals
and the inshore fisheries. Pakeha society finished
off the remaining forest and is now working its way
through the soil resource.... In most places the
Maori rapidly acquired experience with resource
management and around the 18th century had learnt
enough to come into balance with their environment.
Meanwhile a lot of forest (perhaps, a third) disap-

peared."6
In their learning to come into balance with their environment, the
Maori had a great advantage. Because their contact with the
natural environment was direct, the signals of environmental
degradation and unsustainability were far more immediate. In

today's society we are buffered from nature and the signals are
muted.

This detachment from the natural environment is, to the Maori, a
sin since whakapapa are traced back not just back to people but to
trees, mountains, and so on. Hence, the mauri of the environment
must be protected by kaitiaki or guardians.
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Notes

Chapter 1

1. See Simon, 1981, for example. Simon’s basic argument rests
on assessing resource scarcity solely in terms of price
trends. For a critique of this approach, see Trainer, 1986.

2. See, for example, Kahn, et al., 1976.

w
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Chapt

1.

See, for example, Catton, 1982,

A new refinement of the debate is the split between "shallow"
and "deep ecologists". Do non-human elements of  the
environment have value of their own (intrinsic) or is their
value only that assigned by humans (instrumental)?

In reading the 1988 Budget of the New Zealand government's
income and expenditure, the Minister of Finance began: "There
is growing recognition of the fact that we do not own our
environment. We are its guardians. We have an obligation
- not just to ourselves - but to our children, who will enjoy
it and guard it for their children” (National Business
Review, 1988).

Environmental Council & Ministry for the Environment, 1987,
p.30.

Ackley (1981) discusses this.

I do not wish to give the impression that the interests of

present and the interests of future people are always at odds
or that conservation and development are typically incompa-
tible. However, this is a common perception.
Hearn, 1987, p.223, my emphasis. Earlier in his review of
the Town & Country Planning Act, Hearn contends that
sufficient account of future generations can already be taken
under that Act. He <cites a Planning Tribunal decision
regarding valuable food-producing land: "The object of the
subsection (s.3(1)(d)) 1is to protect it (land) against the
day when it will be required for that purpose, be it 20, 50
or 100 years in the future" (p.192).

er 2

"... for since we act anyway we shall have some ethic or
other in any case, and without a supreme effort to determine
the right one, we may be left with a wrong one by default"
(Jonas, 1972, p.36).

Molloy and Wilson (1986) make the same point observing that
anthropocentric arguments are "... always vulnerable to
changes in perceived human benefit/cost calculations" (p.20).
Westra 1is one writer on the "future generations problem" who
argues against an anthropocentric stance. She sees
presently existing humans as simply one part of the universe.
"... neither future persons, nmor we ourselves, are simply
scattered, unrelated episodes. We might then require no
special justification in order to extend toward earth, sky,
and future persons the same understanding and freeing concern
we normally give to, and wish for, ourselves" (Westra, 1985,
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p.350).

For a deep analysis of the nature of modern technology, see
E1lul, 1964. For a more digestible form of the same ideas,
see Winner, 1977.

"One can easily be led to the conclusion that it would be
better to let the morrow look after itself and to concen-
trate, as more than sufficient, upon the evils of our own
time" (Passmore, 1974, p.79).

Even in a science as "pure" as physics, Newton's theory of
gravity, while workable in our everyday world, breaks down
beyond the bounds of our ordinary experience.

*

Chapter 3

—

Passmore, 1974, p.84, quoting Sidgwick.

Temporal discounting is not a necessary outcome of utilitari-
anism. Mary B. Williams argues that (Total) Utilitarianism
applied to "interest-bearing", that is biological, resources
enjoins a policy of maximum sustainable yield. For such
resources, discounting is inconsistent with utility maximisa-
tion (Williams, 1978).

See also Parfit, 1984, pp.381-390.

For a fuller discussion of the problems of the Total and
Average theories, see Attfield, 1983, Chapter Seven,
"Multiplication and the value of life".

For a good discussion of some of the general problems
associated with utilitarianism, see Grassian, 1981, pp.50-55.
Also see Treasury, 1987, pp.421-423.

Page explains the flaw. "Within the utilitarian system we
can't distinguish between avoiding harm and doing good; one
is the opportunity cost of the other" (Page, 1983, p.53).
Both Barry and Page are being unfairly simplistic here. The
modern utilitarian seeks to satisfy preferences; pointless
murder would not be a rational preference. Traditional
utilitarians also seek to take equal account of each person’s
interests; hence killing one to save two is not acceptable.
Page’'s criticism of the inability to distinguish between
avoiding harm and doing good 1is more correctly aimed at
standard economic methodology. If we spend money to clean up
the harm of pollution, this increases GDP. Thus a cost to
society can be measured in the same terms as a benefit.

For discussion of this problem, see Attfield, 1983, Chapter
Seven, Narveson, 1978, Govier, 1979.

Chapter 4

1.
2

3.

See also Steiner, 1983, pp.152-153.

The strategy of a "veil of ignorance™ is not unique to Rawls.
See Mueller, 1974, p.264,

"This goal stands in sharp contrast to the wutilitarian
objective of maximising the sum of utilities" (Devine et al.,
1986, p.150).



v

Also see Richards, 1983, p.136.

Rawlsian approaches to resource depletion are explored in
Devine et al., 1986, pp.148-182.

For a brief discussion of some of the difficulties with the
Rawlsian approach, see Treasury, 1987, pp.419-421.

Attfield, 1983, p.103 and Wenz, 1983, p.202. Also see
Chapter 9 in this report.

Chapter 5

1.

2.

Pers. comm., Dr Derek Browne, Philosophy Dept, University of
Canterbury, 1988.

Rights-based theories can be contractarian; that is, a theory
of rights may be constructed within a Rawlsian framework.
In such a case, the rights themselves are agreed on by the
contracting parties. Rights-based theories may not be
contractarian; rights are not always based on social
contracts. Most of us acknowledge that children have rights
but children do not negotiate a contract with adults to
establish their rights. On the other hand, contractarian
theories are nmnecessarily based on rights; the right to be
heard is one prerequisite to a social contract.

The asymmetric, non-reciprocal relationship between gener-
ations occurs in several different contexts in the litera-
ture. See, for example, Shrader-Frechette, 1981, p.70.

This begs the question of whether we have a duty to prevent
animals from becoming extinct. Some of wus might feel
cheated by past generations for depriving us of the dodo
bird.

Kavka warns against examining the rights of future people
from looking at the rights of that other group of non-
existent people, the dead, because nothing we do can affect
the dead but we can affect the lives of the unborn. Kavka's
warning does not negate Baier’'s argument since his point is
that the weighting given to the interests of past and future
people should be different (Kavka, 1978, p.188).

"Rights typically are claimed by their possessors, so if we
are to recognize rights of future persons we must empower
some persons to make claims for them" (Baier, 1981, p.174).
Partridge is simplifying here. Some rights (for example, of
the poor to welfare benefits) may be weaker than some duties
(for example, the duty to defend one's country against
conquest).

Chapter 6

1.

2.

Attfield bases this on Sikora’s defence of Total Utilitarian-
ism. See Attfield, 1983, pp.107-110 and pp.115-137.

This modified ™"Total" theory leads to a policy of severe
restrictions on population increase; thus avoiding Parfit’s
"repugnant conclusion"”. Potential people whose basic needs
would not be satisfied should be prevented from existing.
See Attfield, 1983, p.133.
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Economists refer to this as diminishing marginal utility.
Also see Baier, 1984, p.24.

Elliot, 1986. Elliot concludes: "... libertarian justice
provides, contrary to the beliefs of vocal, self-styled
libertarians, a position of strength from which to argue
against environmental deregulation and privatisation of the
natural environment."

6. Pers. comm., Dr Derek Browne, Philosophy Dept, University of
Canterbury, 1988.

w W

Chapter 7

1. Parfit, 1983b and Parfit, 1984, pp.351-379. Parfit’'s paradox
has generated a considerable response. Baier, 1984, Kavka,
1978, Warren, 1982, Richards, 1983, MacLean, 1983, and
Govier, 1979 all grapple with it.

2. Richards’ solution is really the same as Baier's.

3. Parfit, 1984, p.366 following and Parfit, 1984, p.371.

Chapter 8

[

My emphasis. Also see Baier, 1981, p.178.

2. Pers. comm., Dr Derek Browne, Philosophy Dept, University of
Canterbury, 1988.

3. See also Attfield, 1983, p.88.

4. This seems to be a process easier to define than to apply.
Feinberg (1975) contends that in his theory of justice, Rawls
"underestimates the extent of his own intuitionism.” In

other words, it 1is hard to keep theory and data separate.
Other ways of aiming for consistency between theory and data
exist, for example, taking one side as given and adjusting
the other (Wenz, 1983, p.196).

5. See also Laslett, 1971, p.189.

6. However, other aspects of the Judaeo-Christian tradition,
such as the separation between humans and nature, have come
in for a good deal of criticism in environmental literature.
(See for example, White, 1967.)

7. See also Doeleman, 1980, pp.57-58. "Such (environmental)
safeguards need to be absolute, sacred or taboo."

8. See Section 7.3.

9. See also Heilbroner, 1975, p.193.

10. Individuals and interests are not the same; we regard
genocide of a race with more abhorrence than the death of the
same number of random individuals.

Chapter 9
1. Dasgupta and Heal, 1979, take the same position (p.257).

See, however, Callahan's reservation regarding Golding’'s
moral community in Section 6.5.
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2. Callahan also accepts the parent-child model as "pertinent”

but 1like Passmore asks: "For what are future generations
other than the children of children ...? There is no way
to break the chain of obligation" (p.84). Laslett also

speaks of a "chain" but sees it composed of "hooks and eyes",
that 1is, highly asymmetric, and where each link is only
concerned with its immediate neighbours (p.182).

3. The only writer I have come across who argues that we have no
obligations at all to future people is Thomas Thompson
(1978); however, I suspect he 1is playing the devil’'s
advocate.

Chapter 10

1. See Thompson (1986) for examples of this.

2. Passmore is perhaps a little out of date; there are many
consumption goods available now that are not materials- and
energy-intensive and might therefore meet with "greenie"

approval. For a strong criticism of the"elitism" of the
ecology movement, see Neuhaus, 1971.
3. Initial inundation of low-lying areas due to an augmented

greenhouse effect would be from the expansion of water not
the melting of the ice-caps.

4. In contrast to this standard comparison, Passmore suggests
that "the depletion of resources might be the only thing that
can save the world from dying either from over-population or
from pollution" (Passmore, 1974, p.77).

Chapter 11
1. See also Section 10.2.
2. Page suggests that moving from depletion allowances to

severance taxes may coincide with a step toward intergenera-
tional efficiency as well as intergenerational equity (Page,

1983, p.54).

3. Kavka also stresses the interweaving of population control
with questions of intergenerational equity. We have two
choices wunder conditions of scarcity. "...we must either

consume less or produce fewer children, if.we are to leave
enough for future generations" (Kavka, 1978, p.193).
4, See, for example, Wright and Baines, 1988.

Chapter 12

1. See also Thompson, 1978, p.197.

2. Care must be taken with using spatial analogies. Time and
space are not always comparable; technological change 1is an
instance.

3. This 1is only partly true; many societies have a more

non-individualistic, non-possessive attitude toward children.
4 . See also Scott, 1986, p.87.
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10.
11.

12.

13.

Cost-benefit analysis need not rest on an ethical base of
utilitarianism. See Kneese et al., 1983 and Schulze and
Kneese, 1981,

See Kerr, 1987.

See for example, Kavka, 1978, Attfield, 1983, Goodin, 1980
and Scott, 1986.

Parfit, 1983a and Parfit 1984, pp.480-486.

For a more detailed description and critique of Freeman's

"compensation principle", see Goodin, 1980.

Rawls calls essential goods "primary goods".

What is at issue here is the degree of substitutability. If
there really is a "backstop technology" which can change
diamonds into water, the problem vanishes (Solow, 1974,
p.11). Further, we should not feel that our generation must
bear the whole burden; our responsibility to those 1in the
near future is greatest (Attfield, 1983, p.92).

Doeleman (1980) has a similar approach arguing against a

general "minimal social rate of discount" and for setting
environmental standards "within which time preference can be
permitted to find its own level.”
A case might even be made for a form of reverse discounting
for remoteness if we compare time with space. We get very
perturbed when DDT originating in North America is found in
Antarctic penguins; that is, environmental damage remote in
space from its origin alarms rather than pacifies. Might we
not regard environmental impacts that stretch far into the
future as especially alarming?

Chapter 13

1.

w

Another way of expressing this 1is the criterion of moral
responsibility, stability. It is fruitless to argue for a
moral principle that cannot withstand "the strains of
commitment" (Partridge, 1981b, p.203 quoting Rawls).

Also see Section 9.2.

Also "... all projects require the future and to foreclose
projects is effectively to reduce the present to emptiness”
(Delattre, 1972, p.256). And "... there is a great deal of
historical evidence to suggest that a society which loses its
identity with posterity and which loses its positive image of
the future loses also its capacity to deal with the present
problems and soon falls apart" (Partridge, 1981b, p.217,
quoting Kenneth Boulding). See also Wagner, 1971.

"The ’'sentiment of natural sympathy’ which receives attention
in the tradition of utilitarianism may also fall under this
characterization" (Care, 1982, p.204).

See also Richards, 1983, pp.132-133.
See also Levine, 1986.

Chapter 14

1.

See Section 12.5. The need for a case-by case approach is
one of the conclusions of Taylor, 1987.
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In 1943 Abraham Maslow developed his famous hierarchy of
basic needs - physiological, safety, love, esteem, self-
actualisation (Maslow, 1943). Here we are concerned with the
first level, physiological, and possibly part of the second,
safety.

Biotechnology holds promise for cleaning up some widely

dispersed pollutants. For example, bacteria with a taste
for dioxin could be developed.
Routley and Routley, 1982. Similarly, Annette Baier points
out that if we irreversibly poison a river or a lake, it will
be wuseless to those living near it. The wrongness of the
action does not rest on the number of generations who will
find access to water difficult. The morality of many
instances of pollution is not prescribed by numbers (Baier,
1984, pp.241-242.) See also Section 10.3,

Chapter 15

1.

Attfield (1983, pp.9-17) considers several theories for the
origin of ecological problems. He concludes that exponen-
tial growth is the main cause and comments on the irony that
the growth ethic is rooted in a concern for posterity.

See also Chandler, 1987, p.188.

Pers. comm., Nick Taylor, Centre for Resource Management,
University of Canterbury & Lincoln College, 1988.

See Caugley, 1985 for an especially clear account of the role
of values in wildlife management decisions.

Epilogue

1.

2.

Pers. comm., Rose Tauroa, Education Dept, University of
Canterbury, 1988.

Pers. comm., Maurice Gray, Centre for Resource Management,
University of Canterbury & Lincoln College, 1988.

Pers., comm., H. Parata to Ministry for the Environment
working group on future generations, 1987.

See Section 8.3 for some discussion of a new "ecological
spirituality".
This point was made by Betty Williams, Maori Council member,
at the 1988 Ministry for the Environment seminar on the
Greenhouse Effect. Ms Williams said that "New Zealand’'s
response to the worldwide problem of global warming ...
lacked a clear vision of the future." The Dominion, March
31, 1988.

Pers. comm. to Centre for Resource Management working group
on sustainability, Chris Collins, Dept of Conservation, 1988.
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Appendix

"Future generations" as an objective in resource management

This appendix is a paper prepared for the Resource Management Law
Reform core group at the request of the Ministry for the Environ-
ment. It is essentially a summary of the main ideas presented in
this publication and may be useful as such.

The intent of this paper was to provide some guidance on the
implications of including a "future generations objective" in the
revised resource management statutes.

"Future generations" in existing New Zealand legislation

The phrase "future generations" already appears in New Zealand
legislation.

The Environment Act 1986 requires the Ministry for the Environment
to:

"Ensure that, in the management of natural and
physical resources, full and balanced account is taken
of ... the needs of future generations."

Concern for posterity or "stewardship” is a major intent of the
Conservation Act 1987. This Act states that one of the functions
of the Department of Conservation is to:

"Argue and publicise the benefits to present and
future generations of the conservation of natural and
historic resources".

Neither of these Acts is under review. Thus it may be argued by
some that the interests of posterity are already adequately
represented in legislation.

With regard to the Environment Act, no one could quarrel with
taking full account of the needs of future generations but
balanced account 1is problematic. Is the balance to be between
the present and the future or between conservation and develop-
ment? The two are not the same and I suspect the latter is
intended. But "balance" is a loaded word. How do we know when
our account taking is “"balanced"? If balance is to be some sort
of compromise, it may be inappropriate in some instances. In
nature, balances can be destabilised; half a hole in the ozone
layer may be as bad as a whole hole.

Unlike the "Ministry in the middle", the Department of Conserva-

tion 1is required to take an advocacy role. However, this
stewardship role 1is 1limited to certain forests, coastlines,
historic buildings and so on. Who is to be the advocate for
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arable land or, to return to the example above, the ozone layer?

Should the new resource use statutes make explicit mention of
future generations? A major problem is that an objective that is
broad enough to capture all concerns risks being unworkable. The
phrase "wise use" in the Town & Country Planning Act is a classic
example. Thus before considering a "future generations objec-
tive", it must be translated into both concepts and implications.

Two caveats

It 1is essential to acknowledge at the outset that inclusion of a
"future generations objective" does not necessarily mean alignment
with the "green" side of the conservation/development debate.
There is no reason for assuming that cornucopians 1like Julian
Simon and Herman Kahn love their grandchildren less than ecodoom-
sters like Herman Daly and Paul Ehrlich. The differences lie in
beliefs about the potential of technology and the fragility of the
biosphere rather than in morality.

A second caveat is that there-is no reason to associate inclusion
of a "future generations objective" with a centralised coercive
style of government. Safeguarding the interests of future
generations is an "end"; "means" for attaining this end will vary.
Good environmental policy will probably be a mix of "left" and
"right".

Thus in thinking about our responsibilities to future generations
with regard to the way we manage mnatural resources, it 1is
imperative to avoid outdated polarisations - either of the
cornucopian/ecodoomster type or the left-wing/right-wing type.

The search for a generalised approach

The future generations literature is characterised by the very
human wish to find a simple principle that can be applied widely,
that is, a general theory.

Moral philosophers have tied themselves in knots over the last 15
years or so searching for a moral theory on which, in their
language, our obligations to future people might be grounded.
Remarkably, considerable agreement seems to have emerged on what
our obligations might be; in other words, different moral theories
lead to similar recommendations for action.

Economists have focused on how to weigh the future against the
present, debating the size, sign and existence of a social rate of
time preference.

I have concluded that a general global approach from whatever
disciplinary standpoint is inappropriate; we can only proceed by a
recognition of differences and a making of distinctions. A
specialised, that is, a case-by-case approach must be wused 1in
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practice. This does not preclude general guidelines.

Thus the "future generations problem” cannot be conceptualised in
general terms. We must begin by considering a variety of issues.
Consideration of these 1issues should generate some of the
questions resource managers or tribunal judges should ask if they
are bound to consider or safeguard the interests of future
generations. Some of these issues are now discussed briefly.

Issue 1 - Which future?

Writers about "future generations" frequently make a distinction
between the near future and the far future. People in the near
future are those with whom we expect to share a common life, that
is, the next one or two generations.

Nearly all writers agree that our responsibilities to those in the
near future are strong; most of the debate about our obligations
to future people focuses on those in the far future. Uncertainty
and motivation are two reasons for this distinction.

Two points are relevant here. Firstly, concern for only the near
future takes us well beyond political and economic horizons.
Secondly, the distinction between two futures and thus two degrees
of obligation may be academic. If our impact, on some areas of
the environment at least, is as devastating as many believe, then
our children may be extraordinarily grateful for a change of
direction, without worrying about those in the remote future.

Issue 2 - Uncertainty

The primary characteristic of the future 1is wuncertainty. In
general, we have the notion that uncertainty grows with distance
in time, although this is not always true. Three aspects of

uncertainty are relevant to this discussion.

Firstly, we are uncertain about future people themselves. How
many will there be?  What will they need and want? This type of
uncertainty 1is sometimes wused to justify a relatively laissez-
faire attitude toward future people. However, uncertainty 1is
relative; it is not a case of knowledge or ignorance, but rather a
spectrum from almost total certainty to almost total ignorance.
It 1is reasonable to assume that many things that we regard as
"good" or "bad" will be seen in the same light, at least by those

in the near future. Our descendants will need basic "goods" such
as food (and therefore, arable land?), clean air, water, energy,
and so on. Similarly, they are unlikely to develop a taste for

skin cancer or soil erosion. Our ignorance of their special needs
or tastes does not absolve wus from responsibilities for their
basic needs.

Secondly, we are uncertain about the long term (or middle term)
effects of our present actions. Should this generation pay
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actual costs now for benefits that are only potential? Again
this type of wuncertainty varies from case to case. If we chop
down the last kauri tree and destroy the last seed, we can be
almost totally certain that there will never again be any kauri
trees for future generations to see or use. We also have a
reasonable idea of what we must do if we wish to leave our
descendants some kauri trees as part of their heritage.

Thirdly, we are uncertain about potential technological innova-
tion, both for resource substitution and cleaning up pollution.
The "default" response of extrapolating from recent history and
assuming uniform progress across all fronts is inadequate. We
must be able to do better than this. It is difficult to envisage
the development of technologies for cleaning wup pollutants
dispersed widely in the environment; without some biological
mechanism, an enormous amount of energy would be required. I can
imagine bacteria chewing up dioxin, but not radioactive strontium.
Both mnon-specific doom and gloom and a general blanket optimism
are inappropriate.

Finally, we should not use uncertainty as an excuse for inaction.
Probability and risk are not the same. We consider a significant
risk of harm to be sufficient reason for buckling up a child’'s
seatbelt, for example.

Issue 3 - Conflict

It is easy to assert that we have responsibilities to future
people that must be considered in our management of resources.
Finding their ranking in some sort of national hierarchy of
responsibilities and objectives is a great deal more difficult.
(Further on in this paper the relationships between the "future
generations objective" and other national environmental objectives
are considered.)

The specific area of conflict considered here as a precursor to
discounting, is that between the welfare of present people and the
welfare of future people.

Firstly, there is no general level of sacrifice required by us to
avoid jeopardising some basic level of welfare of people in the
future. Tradeoffs are not always direct, let alone linear.

Secondly, the notion that we must pay an insurance premium to
protect our descendants is a good image because it evokes careful
gambling on an uncertain future, but a bad image because of its

negative connotations of sacrifice and penalty. There will be
many instances where both present and future people can be
winners. We can probably expect less conflict between present

and future interests in anti-pollution measures than in measures
to slow resource depletion (though, in practice, the two are often
difficult to separate). A clean environment has tangible
benefits now; the slowing of resource depletion does not, except
in so far as the two are linked.
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Thirdly, there 1is a legitimate concern that intergenerational
equity may sometimes be achieved at the expense of intragenera-
tional equity. Rising resource costs that slow depletion disadvan-
tage the poor disproportionately. We cannot expect current
have-nots to sacrifice for future have-nots.

Issue 4 - Discounting

When responsibilities to the present and responsibilities to the
future do conflict, we need some means of trading off one against
the other. Giving the future less weight than the present is
known as temporal discounting.

Discount rates are frequently "bundles" of different concepts
leading to both confusion and controversy.

Moral philosophers have a great deal of difficulty with discount-
ing for remoteness in time, that is, if something is distant in
time, it 1is less important. It 1is frequently valid to deem
events remote in time (or space) less important than close events
but this is not because of their remoteness per se. Rather it is
because remoteness frequently correlates with other reasons for
discounting 1like increasing uncertainty or the expectation that
our descendants will be better off than us.

If we are discounting the future because of uncertainty for
example, we should not use the mathematics of opportunity cost
discounting. Uncertainty does not escalate at 10% per year. Why
we discount in a particular instance will affect how we discount;
again a specialised approach is required.

Issue 5 - Motivation

It is pointless to define responsibilities to future people if our
generation lacks the motivation to carry them out. The problem
of motivating one group to sacrifice for another is not unique to
the future generations question. It occurs 1in a democratic
society whenever public policy requires sacrifice.

If concern for the environmental well-being of posterity is to be
public policy, then motivation must be collective and political,
not individual. We wear different hats as individual consumers
and as citizens and this reduces the problem since our avowals as
citizens are often mnobler than the preferences we reveal as
consumers. Be that as it may, it 1is fruitless to demand
intolerable sacrifices on behalf of the unborn.
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Taking future generations into account in managing resources

In the above brief discussion of some of the issues I have given
indications of some of the questions that should be asked in a
case-by-case specialised approach to the future generations

problem. Some wuseful principles can be extracted that will
provide clues as to how a "future generations objective" might be
interpreted. This is a necessary prerequisite to considering how

such an objective might be expressed in legislation.

The basic principle is a recognition of diversity rather than an
imposition of consistency. There is a need to develop a
hierarchy of concerns that is based on more than private initia-
tion of and public reaction to, particular developments. What
are the "unallowable harms" we sh