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T
wenty years ago, 
U Thant, then Secretary
General of the United 
Nations, warned of the 
need to protect our 

environment before it was too late. 
Since then, apart from localised 
improvements in some highly 
developed societies, man has conti
nued to despoil the environment. 
Fortunately, the extent and intensity of 
this despoliation has stimulated a 
reaction, and many people now recog
nise the urgent need to protect and 
improve it, and to restore the balance 
of man and nature. 

It would be unrealistic, however, to 
suppose that the damage that has 
been done, and still continues to be 
done, can be arrested and undone in 
the short term. Rather, long-term glo
bal policies must be envisaged and, if 
they are to be successful, they will 
require changes in our perceptions of 
man in nature. If our global physical 
environment is not to be further 
degraded, we must change our con
ceptual environment, our ways of 
thinking and behaving. Perhaps the 
worst environmental pollution is pollu
tion of the mind, and the greatest need 
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is for well thought-out principles of 
environmental ethics. 

All spheres of human conduct, pri
vate and public, are subject to ethical 
principles or rules. When governments 
or other corporate bodies despoil the 
environment in the name of develop
ment or political dominance or 
national security, when governments 
adopt laissez-faire policies that permit 
the exploitation of nature for narrow, 
short-term gains, they contravene the 
basic ethical principle of the greatest 
good for the greatest number of 
people. 

Culture and religion 
A new code of ethics, environmental 

ethics, is required to provide a basis for 
the protection and preservation of 
nature, rather than its exploitation for 
what humans consider to be their 
needs and interests. Such a code of 
environmental ethics should be broad 
enough to be acceptable to people 
of different cultural and religious 
backgrounds. 

In comparison with other forms of 
life, human beings hold the highest 
position in the natural world. Our 
special position implies special obliga-

If our physical environment is not to be 
further degraded, we must change our 
conceptual environment 

tions. We need to develop a code of 
environmental ethics that will take 
account, not only of the wellbeing of 
humans and other sentient beings, but 
also of other living forms and even 
material components of the environ
ment. Environmental ethics should 
underlie the concept of human stew
ardship of nature - the antithesis of 
the exploitation of nature. A steward is 
not an owner, nor can he use a 
property solely for his own benefit. The 
steward should manage the property 
wisely and, if possible, increase it, and 
should be accountable to future 
generations for the use of the 
environment. 

Improving the quality of human life 
and maintaining a healthy balance of 
nature are two principal goals for 
which environmental policy objectives 
must be identified. The state of health 
of a population is a widely recognised 
indicator of quality of life, reflecting the 
interaction of human beings with both 
their immediate and their wider 
environment. Other such indicators 
and criteria need to be determined 
and established to guide governments 
and communities - in both developing 
and advanced nations - in activities 
that affect the balance between human 
beings and the environment. 

Quality of life and harmonious 
development of human ecosystems 
are closely linked with the uncontrolled 
growth of the population, with clearly 
adverse effects on the environment. 
Too little account is being taken of the 
effects, known and still unknown, that 
the predicted doubling of the world's 
population in the 21st century will 
have on . the environment and on 
quality of life. Mankind cannot delay 
action to protect the environment until 
all these effects are known, and action 
must be taken even on the basis of 
incomplete and provisional knowledge. 

The public at large must be much 
more aware of and sensitive to 
environmental issues and the nature of 
human-biosphere interaction, if human 
stewardship of nature and common 
environmental citizenship are to be 
developed. The application of a code 
of environmental ethics depends on 
such awareness and sensitivity. If we 
wish to end our environmental and 
ethical malaise, we must live as if we 
truly believe ourselves to be essentially 
social beings. Saying that we have a 
moral responsibility for our brothers' 
and sisters' wellbeing is a statement 
about what it is to be human. • 
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