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Setting the Stage

The first half of the 21st century will be a defining moment for civilization. Rapidly 

expanding human knowledge and revolutionary technologies for sharing it have placed in our hands the power to choose between a world society that is environmentally sustainable, economically equitable, and politically stable and one that fails in all three categories. The overarching challenge -- and opportunity -- for the Americas is to provide leadership, by example, in the decisions for making this choice.

Priority issues will be concerned with the discovery, unification, distribution, and application of knowledge (slide) and the development of environmentally benign sources of energy to power the economy. The set of problems to be resolved, and the vision to be pursued in the Americas mirror those in the world at large.

The Vision

In essence, the challenge is to achieve harmony between the dynamic human system on planet Earth and our planet’s system of natural resources that support the human system. The vision to be pursued is a society in which all of the basic human needs, and an equitable share of life’s optional amenities can be met by every individual in successive generations while maintaining a healthy, physically attractive, and biologically productive environment. This vision is within reach in the Knowledge Era we are now entering.

Problems 

The three troublesome global issues that must be resolved urgently include:

· Environmental sustainability – rapid population growth and modest gains in the economic productivity of individuals in developing countries and soaring gains in productivity and modest increases in population in industrialized countries – all taken together – are beginning to exercise severe stresses on the finite amounts of air, water, land, sunlight, and living organisms that support civilization. For most of human history, the pacing element for that stress was on population growth.  Between 1820 and 1992, the population grew 5-fold and average individual economic productivity expanded 8-fold. The result was a 40-fold increase in the global economy. On a business-as-usual path the global population will increase 1.5-fold between 2000 and 2050, with a 3-fold growth in average economic productivity, so the global economy would grow 4 to 5 times. By 2050, the demands of the human system on the natural system would then have expanded about 200 times over that of 1820, with no corresponding growth in the natural system’s air, water, land, etc. that support the human system.  Demands on the natural system began to equal their regenerative capacity by the early 1980s.  Degradation of these natural resources, and continuing reductions in biological diversity, are now drawing down the planet Earth’s “natural capital.” Continued deterioration of these ecosystems through 2050 will jeopardize civilization.

· Economic inequity – the average production and consumption of goods and services of several hundred million people in 29 affluent industrialized countries   is 77 times greater than it is for other hundreds of millions in the 43 least developed countries. 

When parity in pricing is taken into account, the standard of living between the two groups differs by a factor of about twenty. Extremes in inequity between – and within – countries are even greater than these averages, taking on the nature of a cancer on global society. The gaps are widening and threatening social stability in civilized society.
· Social, political and military instability – competition for the dwindling natural resources to meet basic human needs and optional amenities, coupled with widening gaps between rich and poor, will inevitably breed social and political instability that lead to terrorism and military conflict. The weapons systems at hand for conflict are now at a level that also jeopardizes civilization.

Driving Forces

Two basic forces, and their asymmetry between developed and industrialized countries, 

 are in play: (a) growth in the number of people, and (b) gains in the average economic   

productivity of those people. Both combine to exacerbate a harmonious relationship  

between the human system and the natural system.  Population soars in developing  ountries.  Strong gains in economic productivity, facilitated by energy from fossil fuels, 

are registered in industrialized countries. The key to fostering a harmonious relationship 

between people and nature is to adjust the size and the distributions of the rates of 

population growth and gains in average economic productivity -- and do this in the 

context of pursuing the vision described above.  A corollary action is to develop 

alternative sources of the energy necessary to increase productivity in order to replace the 

fossil fuels that are generating “global warming” and other environmental problems.  Some will likely have disastrous global consequences to the life-supporting natural system; others will certainly have disastrous local consequences. Extant and additional knowledge will have to be marshaled  to bear on adjusting these two growth rates and to explore alternative sources of energy

Response

Early joint adoption by the Americas of topics in (a) education, patterns of economic production & consumption, and (b) energy -- taken from the 8-point agenda in Western 

Hemisphere Knowledge Partnerships is urgent in order to implant at the local level an understanding of the profound cultural transformation envisioned in the Earth Charter – a statement of principles for harmonizing the human and the natural system. It includes the principle that  “…once basic needs have been met human development is primarily about being more, not having more.” (i. e., fulfilling the role of individuals as “co-creators” of the human future). The topics can be incorporated in: 

· a substantial, cooperative, educational initiative directed towards life-long learning with special attention to the imperative of developing environmentally benign modes of economic production and consumption in order to generate public and private awareness of the need to create and utilize knowledge, broadly construed, in order to achieve demographic and productivity goals in pursuit of an attractive vision for society in the Americas (slide), and.  

· an intensive America-wide program of research, development, and demonstration to improve the menu of low-CO2 and no-CO2 energy options (e. g., solar, wind, biomass, fission, and fusion) from which producers and consumers might choose 

A direct byproduct of the educational initiative would be the job creation, so important to a healthy economy. An intimate linkage exists with education and the hemisphere-wide RD&D energy initiative because of the importance of highly skilled innovators to the success of that initiative. (slide). .   

Strategy and Institutions

Unique partnerships of academia, business & industry, governments & intergovernmental organizations, and nongovernmental (civic) organizations across the board in the Americas will have to be forged. Strong emphasis will be essential on the creation of an array of ”Knowledge Cities” to ensure the crucial involvement of individuals at local levels. A major orchestration of these sectors of society, reminiscent of those to prepare for war, is in order since nothing less than the survival of civilization is at stake. An array of existing organizations is already in place as important building blocks (e. g., the American Distance Education Consortium (ADEC), the Academic and Professional Programs for the Americas (LASPAU), the InterAmerican Institute for Global Change Research, the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, Monterrey’s Knowledge City, Connecticut’s Our Common Future website, the InterAmerican Development Bank, OAS, the Center for Hemispheric Cooperation in Research and Education in Engineering and Applied Science (CoHemis), the Global Seminar on Environment and Sustainable Food Systems,  initiatives in Brazil, as well as the important role of representatives to the Summit of the Americas. Recent analyses by Yale’s Speth, Earth Policy Institute’s Brown, Harvard’s Holdren, and Monterrey Tech’s Carrillo (on developing the conceptual framework and the practice of knowledge-based development) all illuminate the issues and emphasize the urgency of a response,. The first report of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment is now available. It is shedding light on the limits to the capacity of natural systems to support humanity. 

Tools

A set of continually updated future scenarios for population and economic 

productivity similar to those in Table I could provide guidance for knowledge-based decisions leading to a harmony between human progress and the natural environment. They could also be a tool for tracking movement towards the vision described above.  Table I shows how a scenario of prosperous and equitable development could reduce the econ​omy of the Western Hemisphere in 2050 (and con​sequently its demands on supporting ecosystems) by a slight 11 percent in comparison to business as usual scenario. This approach is equally applicable at the global level where similar issues involve the interaction between industrialized and developing countries. The four-fold growth in the demands on Western Hemisphere ecosystems underscores the need to foster environmentally benign modes of economic production and consumption. Less aggressive growth could be accomplished by other combinations of growth rates in population and individual productivity in the two groups of countries. The point is that the knowledge to make these decisions is now available or within reach. The 7-fold difference in 1988 between the economic 1998 productivity of individuals (GDP per capita) between Canada and the USA, on the one hand, and the 34 countries, on the other hand, could be reduced to less than a two-fold difference by 2050. The potential power of scenarios such as those outlined here rests on the new capability to set and achieve demographic and economic goals that is placed in the hands of local communities by expand​ing knowledge and emerging communications technologies. 

Summary

In summary, the Americas have an opportunity to demonstrate to the world the wisdom of Edward O, Wilson’s statements in Consilience that  “unified learning, universally shared” and “ethics is every thing.” These two comments hold the key to wise decisions by enlightened partnerships among nations, knowledge disciplines and sectors of society on critical and increasingly urgent challenges facing society during the first half of the 21st century. This conference in the state of Nuevo Leon is an indication of the key role of local communities in this endeavor. In the long run, perhaps the most important contribution of the Americas would be to create the will to take decisive action at this defining moment.
Table I!

	Indicator
	Canada and United States

	34 Latin American and Caribbean nations

	
	1998
	1998

	Pop. (106)
	305
	498

	GDP/cap ($)
	28,000
	3,830

	GDP (1012 $)
	8.5
	1.9

	
	2050 (business as usual)
	2050 (business as usual)

	Pop. (106)
	490 (+0.9%/yr)2
	980 (+1.3%/yr)2

	GDP/cap ($)
	71,000 (+1.8%/yr)3
	10,300 (+1.9%/yr)3

	GDP (1012$)
	35
	10

	
	2050 (prosperous and equitable development)
	2050 (prosperous and equitable development)

	Pop. (106)
	385 (0.45%/yr)4
	700 (+0.65%/yr)

	GDP/cap ($)
	52,000 (+1.2%/yr)5
	28,000 (+3.8%/yr)6

	GDP (1012$)
	20
	20


1Comparison between (a) Canada and the United States and (b) 34 countries in Latin America and Caribbean. 

2UNDP estimated growth rate, 1998 to 2015.

3Actual growth rate, 1990 to 1998.

4One-half the UNDP estimated growth rate, 1998 to 2015.

5Two-thirds of the actual growth rate, 1990 to 1998.

6Twice the actual growth rate, 1990 to 1998.
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