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advance some broader proposals for dialogue and action which
would involve each of us as individuals, and also affect interna-
tional policy. Finally, convinced as I am that change is impos-
sible without motivation and a process of education, I will offer
some inspired guidelines for human development to be found

in the treasure of Christian spiritual experience.

16. Although each chapter will have its own subject and spe-
cific approach, it will also take up and re-examine important
questions previously dealt with. This is particularly the case
with 2 number of themes which will reappear as the Encyclical
unfolds. As examples, I will point to the intimate relationship
between the poor and the fragility of the planet, the conviction
that everything in the world is connected, the critique of new
paradigms and forms of power derived from technology, the
call to seek other ways of understanding the economy and prog-
ress, the value proper to each creature, the human meaning of
ecology, the need for forthright and honest debate, the serious
responsibility of international and local policy, the throwaway
culture and the proposal of a new lifestyle. These questions will
not be dealt with once and for all, but reframed and enriched

again and again.

CHAPTER ONE

What Is Happening to
Our Common Home

17. 'Theological and philosophical reflections on the situation
of humanity and the world can sound tiresome and abstract,
unless they are grounded in a fresh analysis of our present sit-
uation, which is in many ways unprecedented in the history of
humanity. So, before considering how faith brings new incen-
tives and requirements with regard to the world of which we are

a part, I will briefly turn to what is happening to our common
home.

18. The continued acceleration of changes affecting humanity
and the planet is coupled today with a more intensified pace of
life and work which might be called “rapidification.” Although
change is part of the working of complex systems, the speed
with which human activity has developed contrasts with the
naturally slow pace of biological evolution. Moreover, the goals

of this rapid and constant change are not necessarily geared to
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the common good or to integral and sustainable human devel-
opment. Change is something desirable, yet it becomes a source
of anxiety when it causes harm to the world and to the quality

of life of much of humanity.

19. Following a period of irrational confidence in progress and
human abilities, some sectors of society are now adopting a
more critical approach. We see increasing sensitivity to the en-
vironment and the need to protect nature, along with a growing
concern, both genuine and distressing, for what is happening
to our planet. Let us review, however cursorily, those questions
which are troubling us today and which we can no longer sweep
under the carpet. Our goal is not to amass information or to
satisfy curiosity, but rather to become painfully aware, to dare
to turn what is happening to the world into our own personal
suffering and thus to discover what each of us can do about it.

I. Pollution and
Climate Change

POLLUTION, WASTE AND THE THROWAWAY CULTURE

20. Some forms of pollution are part of people’s daily expe-
rience. 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
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by transport, industrial fumes, substances which contribute
to the acidification of soil and water, fertilizers, insecticides,
tungicides, 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 some-
times 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. In-
dustrial waste and chemical products utilized in cities and agri-
cultural 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 synthe-
size nutrients which feed herbivores; these in turn become food

for carnivores, which produce significant quantities of organic
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waste which give rise to new generations of plants. But our in-
dustrial system, at the end of its cycle of production and con-
sumption, 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 z?s
possible the use of non-renewable resources, moderating their
consumption, maximizing their efficient use, reusing and recy-
cling 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 warm-
ing 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 recogx'nze
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 ?ther
factors (such as volcanic activity, variations in the earth’s or-
bit and axis, the solar cycle), yet a anumber of scientific studies
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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. Concentrated in the atmosphere, these gases
do not allow the warmth of the sun’s rays reflected by the earth
to be dispersed in space. 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 deter-
mining 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 decomposi-
tion of frozen organic material can further increase the emis-
sion 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
limate change and an unprecedented destruction of ecosys-
tems, 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 sit-
aated in coastal areas.
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25. Climate change is a global problem with grave implications:

environmental, social, economic, political and for the distri-

bution 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 agricul-
ture, fishing and forestry. They have no other financial activ-
ities 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 secking to flee from the grow-
ing 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 in-
difference 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
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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 de-
velop policies so that, in the next few years, the emission of car-
bon dioxide and other highly polluting gases can be drastically
reduced, for example, substituting for fossil fuels and develop-
ing 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

cnergy efficiency. But these good practices are still far from
widespread.

[I. The Issue of Water

27. Other indicators of the present situation have to do with
the depletion of natural resources. We all know that it is not
possible to sustain the present level of consumption in de-
veloped countries and wealthier sectors of society, where the
habit of wasting and discarding has reached unprecedented
levels. The exploitation of the planet has already exceeded

aceeptable limits and we still have not solved the problem of
poverty.
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28. Fresh drinking water is an issue of primary importance,
since it is indispensable for human life and for supporting ter-
restrial and aquatic ecosystems. Sources of fresh water are nec-
essary for health care, agriculture and industry. Water supplies
used to be relatively constant, but now in many places demand
exceeds the sustainable supply, with dramatic consequences in
the short and long term. Large cities dependent on significant
supplies of water have experienced periods of shortage, and at
critical moments these have not always been administered with
sufficient oversight and impartiality. Water poverty especially
affects Africa where large sectors of the population have no ac-
cess to safe drinking water or experience droughts which im-
pede agricultural production. Some countries have areas rich in

water while others endure drastic scarcity.

29. One particularly serious problem is the quality of water
available to the poor. Every day, unsafe water results in many
deaths and the spread of water-related diseases, including those
caused by microorganisms and chemical substances. Dysentery
and cholera, linked to inadequate hygiene and water supplies,
are a significant cause of suffering and of infant mortality. Un-
derground water sources in many places are threatened by the
pollution produced in certain mining, farming and industrial
activities, especially in countries lacking adequate regulation
or controls. It is not only a question of industrial waste. Deter-
gents and chemical products, commonly used in many places of

the world, continue to pour into our rivers, lakes and seas.

30. Even as the quality of available water is constantly dimin-

ishing, in some places there is a growing tendency, despite its
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scarcity, to privatize this resource, turning it into a commod-
ity subject to the laws of the market. Yet access to safe drinkable
water is a basic and universal human right, since it is essential to
human survival and, as such, is a condition for the exercise of other
human rights. Our world has a grave social debt towards the
poor who lack access to drinking water, because they are denied
the right to a life consistent with their inalienable dignity. This debt
can be paid partly by an increase in funding to provide clean
water and sanitary services among the poor. But water contin-
ues to be wasted, not only in the developed world but also in
developing countries which possess it in abundance. This shows
that the problem of water is partly an educational and cultural
issue, since there is little awareness of the seriousness of such
behaviour within a context of great inequality.

31. Greater scarcity of water will lead to an increase in the cost
of food and the various products which depend on its use. Some
s‘tudies warn that an acute water shortage may occur within a
few decades unless urgent action is taken. Th’e environmental
repercussions could affect billions of people; it is also conceiv-
able that the control of water by large multinational businesses
may become a major source of conflict in this century.”

[T1I. Loss of Biodiversity

;2. The earth’s resources are also being plundered because of
short-sighted approaches to the economy, commerce and pro-
duction. The loss of forests and woodlands entails the loss of
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species which may constitute extremely important resources in
the future, not only for food but also for curing disease and
other uses. Different species contain genes which could be key
resources in years ahead for meeting human needs and regulat-

ing environmental problems.

33. It is not enough, however, to think of different species
merely as potential “resources” to be exploited, while overlook-
ing the fact that they have value in themselves. Each year sees
the disappearance of thousands of plant and animal species
which we will never know, which our children will never see,
because they have been lost for ever. The great majority become
extinct for reasons related to human activity. Because of us,
thousands of species will no longer give glory to God by their

very existence, nor convey their message to us. We have no

such right.

34. It may well disturb us to learn of the extinction of mammals
or birds, since they are more visible. But the good functioning
of ecosystems also requires fungi, algae, worms, insects, rep-
tiles and an innumerable variety of microorganisms. Some less
numerous species, although generally unseen, nonetheless play
a critical role in maintaining the equilibrium of a particular
place. Human beings must intervene when a geosystem reaches
a critical state. But nowadays, such intervention in nature has
become more and more frequent. As a consequence, serious
problems arise, leading to further interventions; human activ-
ity becomes ubiquitous, with all the risks which this entails.
Often a vicious circle results, as human intervention to resolve

a problem further aggravates the situation. For example, many
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birds and insects which disappear due to synthetic agrotoxins
are helpful for agriculture: their disappearance will have to be
compensated for by yet other techniques which may well prove
harmful. We must be grateful for the praiseworthy efforts be-
ing made by scientists and engineers dedicated to finding solu-
tions to man-made problems. But a sober look at our world
shows that the degree of human intervention, often in the ser-
vice of business interests and consumerism, is actually making
our earth less rich and beautiful, ever more limited and grey,
even as technological advances and consumer goods continue
to abound limitlessly. We seem to think that we can substitute
an irreplaceable and irretrievable beauty with something which
we have created ourselves.

35. In assessing the environmental impact of any project, con-
cern is usually shown for its effects on soil, water and air, yet
tew careful studies are made of its impact on biodiversity, as
if the loss of species or animals and plant groups were of lit-
tle importance. Highways, new plantations, the fencing-off of
certain areas, the damming of water sources, and similar de-
velopments, crowd out natural habitats and, at times, break
them up in such a way that animal populations can no lon-
ger migrate or roam freely. As a result, some species face ex-
tinction. Alternatives exist which at least lessen the impact of
these projects, like the creation of biological corridors, but few
countries demonstrate such concern and foresight. Frequently,
when certain species are exploited commercially, little atten-
tion is paid to studying their reproductive patterns in order to

prevent their depletion and the consequent imbalance of the
ceosystem.
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36. Caring for ecosystems demands far-sightedness, since no
one looking for quick and easy profit is truly interested in their
preservation. But the cost of the damage caused by such self-
ish lack of concern is much greater than the economic benefits
to be obtained. Where certain species are destroyed or seri-
ously harmed, the values involved are incalculable. We can be
silent witnesses to terrible injustices if we think that we can ob-
tain significant benefits by making the rest of humanity, pres-
ent and future, pay the extremely high costs of environmental

deterioration.

37. Some countries have made significant progress in establish-
ing sanctuaries on land and in the oceans where any human
intervention is prohibited which might modify their features
or alter their original structures. In the protection of biodi-
versity, specialists insist on the need for particular attention to
be shown to areas richer both in the number of species and
in endemic, rare or less protected species. Certain places need
greater protection because of their immense importance for the
global ecosystem, or because they represent important water re-

serves and thus safeguard other forms of life.

38. Let us mention, for example, those richly biodiverse lungs
of our planet which are the Amazon and the Congo basins, or
the great aquifers and glaciers. We know how important these
are for the entire earth and for the future of humanity. The
ecosystems of tropical forests possess an enormously complex
biodiversity which is almost impossible to appreciate fully, yet
when these forests are burned down or levelled for purposes of

cultivation, within the space of a few years countless species are
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lost and the areas frequently become arid wastelands. A deli-
cate balance has to be maintained when speaking about these
places, for we cannot overlook the huge global economic in-
terests which, under the guise of protecting them, can under-
mine the sovereignty of individual nations. In fact, there are
“proposals to internationalize the Amazon, which only serve
the economic interests of transnational corporations.”* We
cannot fail to praise the commitment of international agencies
and civil society organizations which draw public attention to
these issues and offer critical cooperation, employing legitimate
means of pressure, to ensure that each government carries out
its proper and inalienable responsibility to preserve its coun-
try’s environment and natural resources, without capitulating

to spurious local or international interests.

39. The replacement of virgin forest with plantations of trees,
usually monocultures, is rarely adequately analyzed. Yet this
can seriously compromise a biodiversity which the new species
being introduced does not accommodate. Similarly, wetlands
converted into cultivated land lose the enormous biodiversity
which they formerly hosted. In some coastal areas the disap-
pearance of ecosystems sustained by mangrove swamps is a
source of serious concern.

10. Oceans not only contain the bulk of our planet’s water sup-
ply, but also most of the immense variety of living creatures,
many of them still unknown to us and threatened for various

reasons. What is more, marine life in rivers, lakes, seas and

occans, which feeds a great part of the world’s population, is af-
lccted by uncontrolled fishing, leading to a drastic depletion of
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certain species. Selective forms of fishing which discard much
of what they collect continue unabated. Particularly threatened
are marine organisms which we tend to overlook, like some
forms of plankton; they represent a significant element in the
ocean food chain, and species used for our food ultimately de-

pend on them.

41. In tropical and subtropical seas, we find coral reefs com-
parable to the great forests on dry land, for they shelter ap-
proximately a million species, including fish, crabs, molluscs,
sponges and algae. Many of the world’s coral reefs are already
barren or in a state of constant decline. “Who turned the won-
derworld of the seas into underwater cemeteries bereft of colour
and life?”> This phenomenon is due largely to pollution which
reaches the sea as the result of deforestation, agricultural mono-
cultures, industrial waste and destructive fishing methods, es-
pecially those using cyanide and dynamite. It is aggravated by
the rise in temperature of the oceans. All of this helps us to see
that every intervention in nature can have consequences which
are not immediately evident, and that certain ways of exploiting
resources prove costly in terms of degradation which ultimately

reaches the ocean bed itself.

42. Greater investment needs to be made in research aimed at
understanding more fully the functioning of ecosystems and
adequately analyzing the different variables associated with
any significant modification of the environment. Because all
creatures are connected, each must be cherished with love and
respect, for all of us as living creatures are dependent on one
another. Each area is responsible for the care of this family.
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This will require undertaking a careful inventory of the spe-
cies which it hosts, with a view to developing programmes and
strategies of protection with particular care for safeguarding
species heading towards extinction.

IV. Decline in the Quality
of Human Life and
the Breakdown of Society

43. Human beings too are creatures of this world, enjoying a
right to life and happiness, and endowed with unique dignity.
So we cannot fail to consider the effects on people’s lives of en-
vironmental deterioration, current models of development and
the throwaway culture.

14. Nowadays, for example, we are conscious of the dispropor-
tionate and unruly growth of many cities, which have become
unhealthy to live in, not only because of pollution caused by
toxic emissions but also as a result of urban chaos, poor trans-
portation, and visual pollution and noise. Many cities are huge,
methcient structures, excessively wasteful of energy and water.
Neighbourhoods, even those recently built, are congested, cha-
otic and lacking in sufficient green space. We were not meant to
be inundated by cement, asphalt, glass and metal, and deprived
ol physical contact with nature.

15 In some places, rural and urban alike, the privatization of

vertain spaces has restricted people’s access to places of partic-
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ular beauty. In others, “ecological” neighbourhoods have been
created which are closed to outsiders in order to ensure an ar-
tificial tranquillity. Frequently, we find beautiful and carefully
manicured green spaces in so-called “safer” areas of cities, but
not in the more hidden areas where the disposable of society

live.

46. The social dimensions of global change include the effects of
technological innovations on employment, social exclusion, an
inequitable distribution and consumption of energy and other
services, social breakdown, increased violence and a rise in
new forms of social aggression, drug trafficking, growing drug
use by young people, and the loss of identity. These are signs
that the growth of the past two centuries has not always led
to an integral development and an improvement in the quality
of life. Some of these signs are also symptomatic of real social
decline, the silent rupture of the bonds of integration and social

cohesion.

47. Furthermore, when media and the digital world become om-~
nipresent, their influence can stop people from learning how to
live wisely, to think deeply and to love generously. In this con-
text, the great sages of the past run the risk of going unheard
amid the noise and distractions of an information overload.
Efforts need to be made to help these media become sources
of new cultural progress for humanity and not a threat to our
deepest riches. True wisdom, as the fruit of self-examination,
dialogue and generous encounter between persons, is not ac-
quired by a mere accumulation of data which eventually leads

to overload and confusion, a sort of mental pollution. Real
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relationships with others, with all the challenges they entail,
now tend to be replaced by a type of internet communication
which enables us to choose or eliminate relationships at whim,
thus giving rise to a new type of contrived emotion which has
more to do with devices and displays than with other people
and with nature. Today’s media do enable us to communicate
and to share our knowledge and affections. Yet at times they
also shield us from direct contact with the pain, the fears and
the joys of others and the complexity of their personal expe-
riences. For this reason, we should be concerned that, along-
side the exciting possibilities offered by these media, a deep
and melancholic dissatisfaction with interpersonal relations, or
a harmful sense of isolation, can also arise.

V. Global Inequality

48. The human environment and the natural environment de-
teriorate together; we cannot adequately combat environmental
degradation unless we attend to causes related to human and
social degradation. In fact, the deterioration of the environ-
ment and of society affects the most vulnerable people on the
planet: “Both everyday experience and scientific research show
that the gravest effects of all attacks on the environment are
suffered by the poorest.”® For example, the depletion of fishing
reserves especially hurts small fishing communities without the
micans to replace those resources; water pollution particularly
flects the poor who cannot buy bottled water; and rises in the

wit level mainly affect impoverished coastal populations who
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have nowhere else to go. The impact of present imbalances is
also seen in the premature death of many of the poor, in con-
flicts sparked by the shortage of resources, and in any number
of other problems which are insufficiently represented on global

agendas.”

49. It needs to be said that, generally speaking, there is little in
the way of clear awareness of problems which especially affect
the excluded. Yet they are the majority of the planet’s popula-
tion, billions of people. These days, they are mentioned in in-
ternational political and economic discussions, but one often
has the impression that their problems are brought up as an
afterthought, a question which gets added almost out of duty or
in a tangential way, if not treated merely as collateral damage.
Indeed, when all is said and done, they frequently remain at the
bottom of the pile. This is due partly to the fact that many pro-
fessionals, opinion makers, communications media and centres
of power, being located in affluent urban areas, are far removed
from the poor, with little direct contact with their problems.
'They live and reason from the comfortable position of a high
level of development and a quality of life well beyond the reach
of the majority of the world’s population. This lack of physical
contact and encounter, encouraged at times by the disintegra-
tion of our cities, can lead to a numbing of conscience and to
tendentious analyses which neglect parts of reality. At times
this attitude exists side by side with a “green” rhetoric. Today,
however, we have to realize that a true ecological approach a/-
ways becomes a social approach; it must integrate questions of
justice in debates on the environment, so as to hear both the cry

of the earth and the cry of the poor.
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so. Instead of resolving the problems of the poor and think-
ing of how the world can be different, some can only propose
a reduction in the birth rate. At times, developing countries
face forms of international pressure which make economic as-
sistance contingent on certain policies of “reproductive health.”
Yet “while it is true that an unequal distribution of the popula-
tion and of available resources creates obstacles to development
and a sustainable use of the environment, it must nonetheless
be recognized that demographic growth is fully compatible
with an integral and shared development.™* To blame popula-
tion growth instead of extreme and selective consumerism on
the part of some, is one way of refusing to face the issues. It
is an attempt to legitimize the present model of distribution,
where a minority believes that it has the right to consume in a
way which can never be universalized, since the planet could
not even contain the waste products of such consumption. Be-
sides, we know that approximately a third of all food produced
is discarded, and “whenever food is thrown out it is as if it were
stolen from the table of the poor.™ Still, attention needs to
be paid to imbalances in population density, on both national
and global levels, since a rise in consumption would lead to
complex regional situations, as a result of the interplay between
problems linked to environmental pollution, transport, waste
treatment, loss of resources and quality of life.

s1. Inequity affects not only individuals but entire countries;
it compels us to consider an ethics of international relations.
A true “ecological debt” exists, particularly between the global
north and south, connected to commercial imbalances with

cftects on the environment, and the disproportionate use of
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natural resources by certain countries over long periods of time.

The export of raw materials to satisty markets in the industrial-

ized north has caused harm locally, as for example in mercury
pollution in gold mining or sulphur dioxide pollution in copper

mining. There is a pressing need to calculate the use of environ-

mental space throughout the world for depositing gas residues

which have been accumulating for two centuries and have cre-

ated a situation which currently affects all the countries of the
world. The warming caused by huge consumption on the part
of some rich countries has repercussions on the poorest areas
of the world, especially Africa, where a rise in temperature, to-
gether with drought, has proved devastating for farming. There
is also the damage caused by the export of solid waste and toxic
liquids to developing countries, and by the pollution produced
by companies which operate in less developed countries in ways
they could never do at home, in the countries in which they
raise their capital: “We note that often the businesses which
operate this way are multinationals. They do here what they
would never do in developed countries or the so-called first
world. Generally, after ceasing their activity and withdraw-
ing, they leave behind great human and environmental liabil-
ities such as unemployment, abandoned towns, the depletion
of natural reserves, deforestation, the impoverishment of ag-
riculture and local stock breeding, open pits, riven hills, pol-
luted rivers and a handful of social works which are no longer

”30

sustainable.

52. The foreign debt of poor countries has become a way of con-
trolling them, yet this is not the case where ecological debt is

concerned. In different ways, developing countries, where the
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most important reserves of the biosphere are found, continue
to fuel the development of richer countries at the cost of their
own present and future. The land of the southern poor is rich
and mostly unpolluted, yet access to ownership of goods and
resources for meeting vital needs is inhibited by a system of
commercial relations and ownership which is structurally per-
verse. The developed countries ought to help pay this debt by
significantly limiting their consumption of non-renewable en-
crgy and by assisting poorer countries to support policies and
programmes of sustainable development. The poorest areas and
countries are less capable of adopting new models for reduc-
ing environmental impact because they lack the wherewithal
to develop the necessary processes and to cover their costs. We
must continue to be aware that, regarding climate change, there
are differentiated responsibilities. As the United States bishops
have said, greater attention must be given to “the needs of the
poor, the weak and the vulnerable, in a debate often domi-
nated by more powerful interests.” We need to strengthen
the conviction that we are one single human family. There
are no frontiers or barriers, political or social, behind which
we can hide, still less is there room for the globalization of
indifference.

V1. Weak Responses

13 'These situations have caused sister earth, along with all
the abandoned of our world, to cry out, pleading that we take

amother course. Never have we so hurt and mistreated our
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common home as we have in the last two hundred years. Yet
we are called to be instruments of God our Father, so that our
planet might be what he desired when he created it and corre-
spond with his plan for peace, beauty and fullness. The problem
is that we still lack the culture needed to confront this crisis.
We lack leadership capable of striking out on new paths and
meeting the needs of the present with concern for all and with-
out prejudice towards coming generations. 'The establishment
of a legal framework which can set clear boundaries and ensure
the protection of ecosystems has become indispensable; other-
wise, the new power structures based on the techno-economic
paradigm may overwhelm not only our politics but also free-

dom and justice.

s4. It is remarkable how weak international political responses
have been. The failure of global summits on the environment
makes it plain that our politics are subject to technology and
finance. There are too many special interests, and economic
interests easily end up trumping the common good and ma-
nipulating information so that their own plans will not be
affected. The Aparecida Document urges that “the interests of
economic groups which irrationally demolish sources of life
should not prevail in dealing with natural resources. The al-
liance between the economy and technology ends up sidelining
anything unrelated to its immediate interests. Consequently
the most one can expect is superficial rhetoric, sporadic acts
of philanthropy and perfunctory expressions of concern for the
environment, whereas any genuine attempt by groups within
society to introduce change is viewed as a nuisance based on

romantic illusions or an obstacle to be circumvented.

ENCYCLICAL ON CLIMATE CHANGE AND INEQUALITY 3

wun

55- Some countries are gradually making significant progress,
developing more effective controls and working to combat cor-
ruption. People may well have a growing ecological sensitivity
but it has not succeeded in changing their harmful habits of
consumption which, rather than decreasing, appear to be grow-
ing all the more. A simple example is the increasing use and
power of air-conditioning. The markets, which immediately
benefit from sales, stimulate ever greater demand. An outsider
looking at our world would be amazed at such behaviour, which
at times appears self-destructive.

56. In the meantime, economic powers continue to justify the
current global system where priority tends to be given to spec-
ulation and the pursuit of financial gain, which fail to take the
context into account, let alone the effects on human dignity and
the natural environment. Here we see how environmental dete-
rioration and human and ethical degradation are closely linked.
Many people will deny doing anything wrong because distrac-
tions constantly dull our consciousness of just how limited and
finite our world really is. As a result, “whatever is fragile, like
the environment, is defenceless before the interests of a deified
market, which become the only rule.s

v7. It is foreseeable that, once certain resources have been de-
pleted, the scene will be set for new wars, albeit under the
nuise of noble claims. War always does grave harm to the en-
vironment and to the cultural riches of peoples, risks which
«1e magnified when one considers nuclear arms and biological
weapons. “Despite the international agreements which prohibit
« hemical, bacteriological and biological warfare, the fact is that
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laboratory research continues to develop new offensive weapons
capable of altering the balance of nature.* Politics must pay
greater attention to foreseeing new conflicts and addressing the
causes which can lead to them. But powerful financial interests
prove most resistant to this effort, and political planning tends
to lack breadth of vision. What would induce anyone, at this
stage, to hold on to power only to be remembered for their in-

ability to take action when it was urgent and necessary to do so?

58. In some countries, there are positive examples of environ-
mental improvement: rivers, polluted for decades, have been
cleaned up; native woodlands have been restored; landscapes
have been beautified thanks to environmental renewal proj-
ects; beautiful buildings have been erected; advances have been
made in the production of non-polluting energy and in the im-
provement of public transportation. These achievements do not
solve global problems, but they do show that men and women
are still capable of intervening positively. For all our limita-
tions, gestures of generosity, solidarity and care cannot but well

up within us, since we were made for love.

59. At the same time we can note the rise of a false or superficial
ecology which bolsters complacency and a cheerful reckless-
ness. As often occurs in periods of deep crisis which require
bold decisions, we are tempted to think that what is happen-
ing is not entirely clear. Superficially, apart from a few obvious
signs of pollution and deterioration, things do not look that se-
rious, and the planet could continue as it is for some time. Such
evasiveness serves as a licence to carrying on with our present
lifestyles and models of production and consumption. This is
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the way human beings contrive to feed their self-destructive
vices: trying not to see them, trying not to acknowledge them,
delaying the important decisions and pretending that nothing
will happen.

VII. A Variety of Opinions

6o. Finally, we need to acknowledge that different approaches
and lines of thought have emerged regarding this situation and
its possible solutions. At one extreme, we find those who dog-
gedly uphold the myth of progress and tell us that ecological
problems will solve themselves simply with the application of
new technology and without any need for ethical considerations
or deep change. At the other extreme are those who view men
and women and all their interventions as no more than a threat,
jeopardizing the global ecosystem, and consequently the pres-
cnce of human beings on the planet should be reduced and all
forms of intervention prohibited. Viable future scenarios will
have to be generated between these extremes, since there is no
one path to a solution. This makes a variety of proposals possi-
ble, all capable of entering into dialogue with a view to devel-
oping comprehensive solutions.

61. On many concrete questions, the Church has no reason to
offer a definitive opinion; she knows that honest debate must be
encouraged among experts, while respecting divergent views.
But we need only take a frank look at the facts to see that our

vommon home is falling into serious disrepair. Hope would
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have us recognize that there is always a way out, that we can
always redirect our steps, that we can always do something to
solve our problems. Still, we can see signs that things are now
reaching a breaking point, due to the rapid pace of change and
degradation; these are evident in large-scale natural disasters
as well as social and even financial crises, for the world’s prob-
lems cannot be analyzed or explained in isolation. There are
regions now at high risk and, aside from all doomsday pre-
dictions, the present world system is certainly unsustainable
from a number of points of view, for we have stopped thinking
about the goals of human activity. “If we scan the regions of
our planet, we immediately see that humanity has disappointed

God’s expectations.™

CHAPTER TWO

The Gospel of Creation

62. Why should this document, addressed to all people of good
will, include a chapter dealing with the convictions of believers?
I'am well aware that in the areas of politics and philosophy there
are those who firmly reject the idea of a Creator, or consider it
irrelevant, and consequently dismiss as irrational the rich con-
tribution which religions can make towards an integral ecology
and the full development of humanity. Others view religions
simply as a subculture to be tolerated. Nonetheless, science
and religion, with their distinctive approaches to understand-

ing reality, can enter into an intense dialogue fruitful for both.

[. The Light Offered by Faith

03. Given the complexity of the ecological crisis and its mul-
tiple causes, we need to realize that the solutions will not
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