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By Jared Diamond
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HERE is a widespread view,

particularly among environ-

mentalists and liberals, that

big businesses are environ-

_ mentally destructive, greedy,

evil and driven by short-term profits. I

know — because I used to share that
view.

But today I have more nuanced feel-

ings. Over the years I've joined the
boards of two environmental gronps,
the World Wikllife Fund and Conserva-
tion International, serving alongside
many business executives,
_ As part of my heard work, I have
been asked to assess the environments
in oif fields, and ‘have had frank dis-
cussions with oil company employees at
all levels. I've also worked with execy-
tives of mining, retail, logging and fi-
nancial services companies. I've discov-
ered that-while some businesses are in-
deed as destructive as many suspect,
others are among the world's strongest
positive forces for environmental sus-
tainability,

The embrace of environmental con-

cerns by chief executives has acceler--

ated recently for several reasons. Low-

er consumpticn of envirenmental re--

sgurces saves money in the short run.
Maintaining sustainable resource levels
and not poliuting saves money in the
fong run. And a clean image — one at-
tained by, say, avoiding oil spills and
other environmental disasters — re-
duces criticism from employees, con-
sumers and government.

What's my evidence for this? Here

. area few examples involving three cor-

Major U.S. corporations
" are now a force for
environmental progress,

poratiosis *- Wal-Mart, Coca-Cola and

Chevron — that many critics of busi-
ness love to hate, in-my opinion, un-
justly,

, Let’s start with Wal-Mart. Obviously,
a husiness can save money by finding
ways to spend bess while maintaining
sales. This is what Wal-Mart did with
fuel costs, which the company reduced
by $26 million per year simply by
changing*the way it managed its enor-
mous truck fleet. Instead of running a
truck’s engine all might to heat or cool
the cab during mandatory 10-hour rest
stops, the company installed small aux-
iliary power units to do the job. In addi-
fion to lowering fuel costs, the move
eliminaied the carbon dioxide emis-
sions equivalent to taking 18,300 pas-
senger vehicles off the road.

Wal-Mart is alen warkine tn danhis

Will Big Business Save the Farth?

other goal is to work on the conserva-
tion of seven of the world's river basins,
including {he Rio Grande, Yangtze, Me-
kong and Danube — all of them sites of
major environmental concerns besides
supplying water for Coca—(?g]é.

. These long-term goals are in addition
10 Coca-Cola’s short-term cost-saving
environmental praciices, like recycling
plastic bettles, replacing petroleum-
based plastic in bottles with orzanic ma-
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and increasing sales volume while de-
creasing water use,

The third company is Chevron. Not
even in any national park have I seen
such rigorous environmental protection
as I encountered in five visits to new
‘Chevron-imanaged oil fields .in..Papua
New Guinea. (Chevron has since sofd
its stake in these properties (o a New
Guinea-based oil company.) When I
asked how a nubliclv traded comnany

penditures on the environment, Chev-
ron employees and executives gave me
at least five reasons.

First, oil spills can be horribly expen-
sive: it is far cheaper to prevent them
than to clean them ep. Second, clean
practices reduce the risk that New
Guinean landowners beceme angry, sue
for damages and close the fields. (The
company has been sued for problems in
Ecuador that Chevron inherited when it
merged with Texaco in 2001.) Next, en-
vironmental standards are becoming
stricter around thie world, so building
clean facilities now minimizes having to

' do expensive retrofitting later.

Also, clean operations in one country
give a company an advantage in bid-
ding on leases in other countries. Fi-
nally, environmental practices of which
employees are proud improve morale,
help with recruitment and increase the
length of time employees are likely To
remain at the company.

In view of all those advantages that
businesses gain from envirenmentally
sustainable policies, why do such pol-
icies face resistance from some busi-
nesses and many politicians? The ob-
jections often take the form of one-
liners. .

® We have to balance the environment
against the ecoromy. The assumption
underlying this statement is that meas-
ures promoting environmental sustain-
ability inevitably yield a net ecanomic
cost rather than a profit, This tine of
thinking turns the truth upside down.
Economic reasons furnish the strongest
motives for sustainability, because in
the long rum (and often in the short run
as well) it is much more expensive and
difficult to try to fix problems, envi-
ronmental or otherwise, than to avoid
them at the outset,

Americans learned that lesson from
Hurricane Xatrina in August 2005,
when, as a result of government agen-
cies balking for a decade at spending
several hundred million doflars to fix
New Orieans’s defenses, we suffered
hundreds of billions of dollars in dam-
age — not to mention thousands of dead
Americans. Likewise, John Holdren, the
top White House science adviser, esti-
mates that solving protlems of climate
change would cost the United States 2
percent of our gross domestic product
by the year 2050, but that nect solving
those problems would damage the econ-
omy by 20 percent to 3¢ percent of
G.D.P :

® Technology will solve our problems.
Yes, technology can contribute to solv-
ing problems. But major technological
advances require years to' develop and
put in place, and regularly turn cat to
have unanticipated side effects — con-
sider the destruction of the atmos-
phere’s ozone layer by the nontoxic,
nonflammimable chioroflusrocarbons ini-
tally hailed for replacing poisonous re-
frigerant gases.

® World population growth is leveling '

off and won’t be the problem that we

neod tn foar Ttle trua that tha rmata ~f

creasing. However, the real problem
isn’t people themselves, but the re-
sources that people consume and the
waste that they produce. Per-person av-
erage consumption rates and waste pro-
duction rates, now 32 times higher in
rich countries than in poor ones, are ris-
ing steeply arcund the world, as devel-
oping countries émulate industrialized
nations’ lifestyles.

® it’s futile to preach to us Americans
about lowering our standard of living:
we will never sacrifice just so other peo-
ple can raise their standard of living.
This cenflates censumption rates with
standards of living: they are only loose-
ly correlated, because go much of our
coasumption is wasteful and doesn't
contribute to our quality of life. Once
basic needs are met, increasing con-
sumption aften doesn’t increase happi-
ness.

Replacing a car that gets 15 miles per
galion with & more efficient model
wouldn’t lower one's standard of living,
but would help improve all of our lives
by reducing the political and military
censequences of our dependence on im-
ported oil. Western Europeans have
lower per-capiia consumption rates
than Americans, but enjoy a higher
standard of living as measured by ac-
cess to medical care, financial security
after retirement, infant mortality, life
expectancy, literacy and public trans-
part.

OT surprisingly, the prablem
of climate change has at-
tracted its own particular
crop of objections.

® Even experls disagree
ahout the reality of climate change. That
was true 30 years ago, and some ex-
perts siill disagreed a decade ago. To-
day, virtually every climatologist
agrees that average global tempera-
tures, warming rates and atmospheric
carbon dioxide levels are higher than at
any time in the earth’s recent past, and
that the 'main cause is greenhouse gas
emissions by humans. Instead, the
questions still being debated concern
whether average global temperatures
will increase by 13 degrees or “only” by
4 degrees Fahrenheit by 20530, and
whether hurmans acceurt for §0 percent
or “only” 85 percent of the global warm-
ing trend.
® The mognitude end cause of global
climate change ‘'are ‘uncertain. We
shouldr’t adopt expensive countermea-
sures until we have certainty. In other
spheres of life — picking a spouse, edu-
cating our children, buying life insur-
ance and stocks, avoiding cancer and so
ont -- we admit that certainty is un-
attainable, and that we must decide as
best we can on the basis of available evi-
dence, Why should the impossible quest
for certainty paralyze us solely about
acting on climate change? As Mr. Hal-
dren,” the White House -adviser, ex-
pressed it, not acting on climate change
would be like being “in a car with bad
brakes driving toward a cliff in the fog.”
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the fuel efficiency of its truck fleet by
2015, thereby saving more than $200
million a year at the pump. Among the
efficient prototypes now being tested
are trucks that burn bicfuels generated
from wasle pgrease at Wal-Mart's delis.
Similarly, as the country’s biggest pri-
vate user of electricity, Wal-Mart is sav-
ing money by decreasing store energy
use.

.- Another Wal-Mart example involves

lowering costs associated with packag- -

ing materials. Wal-Mart now sells only
concentrated Yiquid laundry detergents
in North America, which has reduced
the size of packaging by up to 50 per-
cent. Wal-Mart stores also have ma-
chines called bailers that recycle plas-
tice that once would have been dis-
tarded. Wal-Mart's eventual goal is 1o
end up with no packaging waste,

One last Wal-Mart example shows
how a company can save money in the
fong ron by buying from sustainably
managed sources. Because most wild
fisheries are managed unsustainably,
prices for Chilean sea bass and Atlantic
tuna have been soaring. To my pleasant
astonishment, in 2006 Wal-Mart decided
to switch, within five years, all its pur-
chases of wild-caught seafood to fisher-
ies certified as sustainable.
© Coca-Cola’s problems are different
from Wal-Mart's in that they are largely
long-term, The key mgredient in Coke
products is water. The compasy pro-
duces its beverages in about 200 coun-
tries through local franchises, all -of
which require a reliable Jocal supply of
clean fresh water,

But water supplies are under severe
pressure arcund the werld, with most
aiready atlocated for human use. The lit-
tle remaining unatlocated fresh water is
in remote areas unsuitable for beverage
factories, like Arctic Russia and north-
western Australia,

Coca-Cola can’t meet its water needs
just by desalinizing seawater, because
that reguires energy, which is also in-
créasingly expensive. Global climate
change is making water SCArcer, espe-
cially in the densely populated temper-
ate-zone countries, like the United
States, that are Coca-Cola's main cus-
tomers. Most competing water use
around the werld is for agricuiture,
which presents sustainability preblems
of its own. .

Hence Coca-Cola’s survival compels
it to be deeply concerned with problems
of water scarcity, energy, climate
change and agriculture. One company
goal is to make its plants water-neutral,
reterning to the environment water in
quantities equal to the amount used in
beverages and their production. An-
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"Takmg the Magic Out of College

) By Lauren Edelson .

. DRINK in the tour guide’s every word as-he

. ‘shows my group around Middlebury College’s.
campus. He tells us about the school’s new science -,
building and gives us the scoop on nearby skiv;
mountains. Dreamily, 1 imagine my future self: a

year older, strolling to ¢lass past this very same scene.
T’m-about to'ask science research opportunities
y fiekl and mentions the sport
ightless version of J. K, Row-
reomsticks.and all. -

ot, before I'd printed off an ap-
plication or visiteda -campus, 1 had high expectauons
for the college appli-
cation process, I'd
soak up detailed de-
seriptions of acaderfic
opportunity and caril-

end. of it, I'd know
which college . was..
right for me. Back
then, | knew only of
these institutions and
their intimidating rep-
utations, not what set
each one apari from
the rest. And I
coufd’t wait to find
out.

So I was surprised
when many top col-
leges delivered  the

out, they’re all a littlé.
bit like Hogwarts —’
the school for witches
and wizards in the
“Harry Potter” books
and movies. Or at
least, that's what the

E Emma ‘Watson, the actress who plays Hexmione Gran-

ger in the movies, had Jooked into them. I read, in Cor-

-mell's fall 2009 quarterly magazine, that a coliege admis-
“ sions counseling Web site had counted Cornell among
the five Amierican colleges that have the most in com-

mon with Hogwarts. Both institutions, you see, are con-
veniently located outside cities. The artu:le ended:
“Bring your wand and broomstick, just in case.”

T'm not the only one who has noticed this phenom-
enon. One friend totd me about Boston College’s Hog-
wartsesque library, another of Colby’s “Hairy Potter”
themned dinner party. And like me, my friends have no
problem with collepe students across the courtiry run-
ning around with broemsticks between their legs, rrying
to seize tennis balls stuffed into-socks (each one dubbed
a snitch) that dangle off the backs of track athletes
dressed in yellow, Hey,
college is all about ex-
perimentation, isn’t it? -

In fact, most of us
have grown up adoring
Harry Potter and,
through J. K. Rowling’s
books, we've escaped
many tmes inte the
world she created. But
what | enjoy in fiction [
den't necessarily want
to find in college. And,
despite. any wishes to
the contrary, the real-
life skilis 1hope 10 gain
from college do not in-
clude magic.

What really matters
to me as 1 prepare ta
make my decision?
Well, 1 loved hearing
about  Williams Col-
lege’s two-student
classes called tutorials,
and how Swarthmore
lets students weigh in
on almostevery big de-
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tour guides kept tell-
ing me.

During a Harvard
information  session,.
the admissions officer
compared the intra-

Why are America’s best schools
comparing themselves to Hogwarts?  driven  campaign to

ciston made by iis ad-
ministration. 1 was
reaily impressed by
Middlebury's student-

save energy on cam-

mural sports competi-
tions there to the Hopg-
warts House Cup. The tour ghide told me that1 wou]dn’t
be able to see the university’s huge freshman dining
hall as it was closed for the day, but to just imagine Hog-
warts's Great Hall in its place.

At Dartmouth, a tour guide ushered my group past a
large, wood-paneled room filled with comfortable chairs
and mentioned the Hogwarts feel it was known for. At
another liberal arts college, I heard that students had
voted to name four buildings on campus after the four
houses in Hogwarts: Gryffindor, Ravenclaw, Hufflepuif
and Slytherin., Several colleges let it be known that
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pus. (For the sake of
full disclosure, 1 just
might be applying 0 some of these schools.) 1 care

‘about diversity and need-biind financial aid — and, of

course, the social life. But § don’t care about what per-
centage of the siadent body runs around on broom-
sticks.

Leaving heme and begmnmg life in a new place is a
nerve-racking experience, and nothing seems more re-
assuring than imagining that college will be the realiza-
tion of a fantasy world I've been imagining since child-
hood. Obvicusty calleges have picked up on this. But
they're irying too hard. They're seliing the wrong thing.
And my friends and I won’t be fooled. After all, Harry
Potter is frozen in high schooy, and we're growing up. O

» Global warming will be good for us,
by letting us grow crops in places for-
merly too cold for agriculture. The term
“global warming” is a misnomer; we
should instead talk about global climate
change, which isn’t uniform. The global
average termperature is indeed rising,
but many areas are becoming drier, and
frequencies of droughts, floods and oth-

-er extreme weather events are increas-

ing. $ome areas will be winners, while
others will be Josers. Most of us wiil be
losers, because the temperaté zones
where most people live are becoming
drier.

® [It’s useless for the United States to
act on cimate change, wher we don't
know what China will do. Actually, Chi-
na will arrive at this week’s Copenhag-
en climate change negotiations with a
whole package of measures to reduce
its ¥carbon intensity.”

While the United States is dithering
about long-distance energy transmis-
sion from our rural areas. with the high-.
est potential for wind energy generation
to our urban areas with the highest
need for energy, China ¥s far ahead of
ns. It is developing ultra-high-voltage
transmission lines from wind and solar
generation sites in rural western China
to cities in eastern China. If America
doesn't act to develop innovative ener-
gy technology, we will lose the green
jobs competition not only to Finland and
Germany {(as we are now) but also to
Chira.

On each of these issues, American
businesses are going to play as much or
more of a role in our progress as the
government. And this isn’t a bad thing,
as corporations know they have a lot o
gain by establishing environmentally
friendly business practices. .

My friends in the business world keep
telling me that Washington can help on
two fronts: by investing in green re-
search, offering 1ax incentives and
passing cap-and-trade legislation; and
by setting and enforcing tough stand-
ards to ensure that companies with
cheap, dirty standards don’t have a
competitive advantage over those busi-
nesses protecting the environment. As
for the rest of us, we should get over the
misimpression that American business
cares only about immediate profits, and
we should reward companies that work
to keep the pianet healthy. ]
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