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The greener the better? Not always
"By EUSTON QUAH &

QIYAN ONG
For The Straits Times
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GCOBALwarming is more of-
te"1.than not nowadays the al-
leged villain in almost every
episode of natural disaster
that occurs around the world.
Scientistshave confirmed that
global warming (and its im-
pact) is not fictitious and it is
,'lOWlargely an undisputed
fact that the world will soon
become unsustainable if the
phenomenon continues.

fhe establishment of such
a scientific fact has inevitably
spawned green movements
,vorldwide. There is talk of
worldwide carbon e'1lissions

Its q.rbontrading has been
introduced in the European
Union; countries have begun
to ban if not charge for plastic
grocery bags in supermarkets;
hybrid cars have begun,to ap-
pear on roads; there have
many movies about nature
taking revenge on man.

There is even propaganda
urging people to eat less beef
as emissions from fertilisers,
anim:'llsand farm equipment
account for 20 per cent of glo-
bal warming gases. Cows
alone are responsible for 75
per cent of the methane (25
rimes better at trapping heat

n carbon dioxide) pro-
duced by all farm animals.

Should we all jump on the
:reen 1:J",dwagon?It is not a
quesLor of whether we
should be greener. We should
indeed be greener. But how
green do we want to be and at
urh~t t"\~"p.?
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tion is cheap and docs not pro-
duce carbon dioxide. As a re-
sult, more and more countries
are exploring the possibility
of constructing nuclear power
stations.

However, we should note
that uranium mining, enrich-
ment and trkmsportation - as
well as the construction and
maintenance of nuclear pow-
er plants - emit a significant
amount of greenhouse gases.
Whether nuclear power is
cleaner than other renewables
or fossil fuel remains an open
question.

There is more. Spent fuel
or radioactive waste poses an
immense threat to public
health and safety. Accidents
at nuclear power stations also
pose significantrisks of severe
enviI:onmental contamina-
tion. As a result, land sur-

,rounding nuclear power sta-
tions is usually under-utilised.
Countries should not rush in-
to building nuclear plants as a
response to external or inter-
nal green pressure.

Other examples are paper
recycling and metal recycling
as well as the use of biofuels.
Toxic chemicals, which may
contaminate the environ-
ment, are used in the recy-
cling of some goods. In-
creased use of biofuels has re-
sulted in higher food prices. In
addition, deforestation will
worsen as land is cleared to
plant cash crops. This in turn
contributes to global warm-
ing. What we really need, on
this front, as well as others,
are solutions that make green-
ing sustainable.

Altho11!7h thp nrnnn~p~ ...h-
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what pace?

Before we can answer that
question, we must first realise
that there are several fallacies
in what passes for the green
agenda. These fallaciesare po-
tential impediments to our
search for optimal solutions to
the global warming problem:

The first fallacy is: Coun-
tries should reduce green-
house gases to zero. But one
must not forget that becoming
greener entaiJs both benefits
and costs. When costs exist, it
is impractical to simply say
"the greener the better". The
optimal level of greenhouse
gases should be determined
by weighing the benefits and
costs associated with different
levels of greenhouse gases.

The costs of greening not
only include the accounting
.:osts of reducing greenhouse
gasesin the air but also the op-
portunity and socialcostsass~
dated with diverting resourc-
es to greening

Accounting costs are direct
costs that are incurred in the
process of greening - such as
the costs of fitting catalytic
converters in vehicles and
power stations and the higher
policing or monitoring costs
that must be incurred to en"
sure the enforcement of new
regulations. It is important to
note that it gets increasingly
more expensive to reduce ad-
ditional. units of greenhouse
gases as the levels of green-
house gases decrease. Calls
from environmental groups to
cut greenhouse gases to zero
are therefore not only naive
but also inefficient.

In terms of opportunity
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costs, we can examine them
separately at the individual,
country and global levels.

At the individual level, con-
sider for instance the opportu-
nity cost of banning plastic
grocery bags in supermarkets.
Why were free plastic grocery
bags provided in the first
place?

There were two reasons:
convenience and hygiene.
Plastic bags are used for easy
carrying of groceries and to
separate raw, frozen and
cooked food to ensure hy-
giene. Carrying everything in
the same recycledbag may po-
tentially be damaging to
health. As such, the opportuni-
ty cost of a ban on plastic gro-
cery bags is' the convenience
and hygiene that would be
compromised.

But it is more than that.
Plastic grocery bags double
up as trash bags in many Sin-
gaporean households. Ban-
ning plastic bags would mean
they would have to find substi-
tutes for trash bags. House-
holds will thus incur addition-
al'cost as a result.

At the country level, the
opportunity costs of greening
can be viewed from several
perspectives. For instance, in-
stead of spendingon the abate-

EXAMINETHE COSTS

One must not

forget that
becoming greener
entails both
benefits and costs.
When costs exist.
it is impractical
to simply say
lithe greener the
better".

ment of greenhouse gases, re-
sources can be' directed to-
wards economic growth, rais-
ing income and creating more
employment opportunities.
This is especially important in
developing countries where
people have problems making
ends meet.

Another example is the
preservation of land. In a land
scarce country such as Singa-
pore, the opportunity cost of. preserving land for parks and
nature reserves would un-
doubtedly be higher than in
countries with abundant land.

Furthermore, inst~ad of
pre-occupying ourselves with
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the welfare of distant future
generations, why not be equal-
ly concerned about the wel-
fare of the poor living now?
Why give attention to the fu-
ture at the expense of present
suffering?

At the global level, the op-
portunity cost of greening in-
cludes eradicating poverty
and hunger, halting the
spread of HIV/Aids and pro-
viding primary education to
poor children. These exam-
ples serve to remind us again
that although greening is im-
portant, we must not be car-
ried away and forget existing
problems that require immedi-
ate attention.

Countries should try to be
greener so long as the benefits
of greening outweigh the
costs. Overgreening beyond
their means will make them
worse off. .

The second fallacy is relat-
ed to the suitability of many
proposed substitutes for pol-
luting activities. For instance,
many countries are now more
inclined towards replacingfos-
sil fuels with substitutes rath-
er than adopt measures to
clean polluted air. One of the
more popular substitutes is nu-
clear power. De~pite the high,
cost of constructingquclear re-
actor~ nuclear power genera-

Although the proposed sub-
stitutes are not free of green-
house gases, that does not
mean we can do nothing
about global warming. The
main reason why many alter-
native solutions are not as
green as we might hope is that
the technology is not there
yet. There is room for im-
provement - for example, in
nuclear power generation and
in recycling processes.

However, technologicalde-
velopments need time and fi-
nancial investment. We must
not only seek alternative ener..
gy sources to lower green-
house gases emissions, we
must also invest in developing
sustainable technologies.

Global warming is not an
easy problem to deal with. It
concerns all of us regardless
of who we are and where wp
live. Proposed solutions such
as a carbon tax to reflect the
full cost of economic activities
are steps in the right direc-
tion, as i;>the requirement to
price intangibles or externali-
ties as they affect the.envirol!-
ment.

But countries should be al-
lowed to go green at a pace de.
sired by their own citizens.
They would understand the
costs and benefits of various
proposed measures as they ap-
ply to their own societies.
WhiJe we fear for the safety
of future generations, we
must not forget the needs of
the present generation.
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