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Why Do We Have Environmental Problems? 

Concept 1-3  Major causes of environmental problems are population growth, wasteful and unsustainable resource use, 

poverty, and exclusion of environmental costs of resource use from the market prices of goods and services. 

Experts Have Identified 4 Basic Causes of Environmental Problems 

• According to environmental and social scientists, the major causes of pollution, environmental degradation, and 

other environmental problems are:  

• Population growth. 

• Wasteful and unsustainable resource use. 

• Poverty. 

• Failure to include harmful environmental costs of goods and services in their market prices. 

The Human Population Is Growing Exponentially at a Rapid Rate 

• Exponential growth occurs when a quantity such as the human population increases at a fixed percentage per 

unit of time, such as 2% per year. 

• Exponential growth starts off slow, but eventually, it causes the quantity to double again and again. 

• In 2010, we added about 83 million more people to Earth…an average of about 227,000 people per day. This is 

the equivalent of adding a Los Angeles every 2 weeks, a France every 9 months, and a new United States every 4 

years. 

 

• Good News! 

• We can slow population growth with the goal of having it level off at around 8 billion by 2040. 

• Some ways to do this include reducing poverty through economic development, promoting family planning, and 

elevating the status of women. 

 

 

 



Affluence Has Harmful and Beneficial Effects 

• The harmful environmental effects of affluence are dramatic. 

• According to some ecological footprint calculators, it takes about 27 tractor-trailer loads of resources per year to 

support one American, or 8.3 billion truckloads per year to support the entire U.S. population. 

• Stretched end-to-end, each year these trucks would reach beyond the sun! 

• Some analysts say that many affluent consumers are afflicted with affluenza, an eventually unsustainable 

addiction to buying more and more stuff. 

• They argue this type of addiction fuels unsustainable use of resources, even though numerous studies show that 

beyond a certain level, more consumption does not increase happiness. 

• Another downside is that wealth allows the affluent to obtain resources from anywhere in the world without 

seeing the harmful environmental impacts of their high-consumption, high-waste lifestyles. 

   

• Good News! 

• Affluence can also allow for better education, which can lead people to become more concerned about 

environmental quality. 

• It also provides money for developing technologies to reduce pollution, environmental degradation, and 

resource waste. 

• As a result, in the U.S. and most other affluent countries, the air is cleaner, drinking water is purer, and most 

rivers and lakes are cleaner than they were in the 1970s. 

• The food supply is more abundant and safer, the incidence of life-threatening infectious disease had been 

greatly reduced. 

• Life spans are longer and some endangered species are being rescued from extinction that may be hastened by 

human activities. 

• These improvements were achieved because of greatly increased scientific research, technological 

advancements, and education! 

 



Poverty Has Harmful Environmental and Health Effects 

 

• Poverty causes a number of harmful environmental and health effects. 

• Desperate for short term survival, some degrade potentially renewable resources at an ever increasing rate. 

They do not have the luxury of worrying about long-term environmental quality or sustainability. 

• High population rates leads to a high overall environmental impact. 

• To many poor people, having more children is a matter of survival. 

• Pollution and environmental degradation have a severe impact on the poor and can increase their poverty. 

• Consequently, many of the world’s poor people die prematurely from several preventable health problems. 

• Malnutrition caused by lack of protein and other nutrients needed for good health. This weakens 

immunity and increases chances of death from ailments such as diarrhea and measles. 

• Limited access to adequate sanitation facilities and clean drinking water. More than 2.6 billion people 

have no decent bathroom facilities. 1 of every 7 in the world get their water for drinking, bathing, and 

cooking from sources polluted with human and animal feces. 

• Severe respiratory disease from breathing the smoke from open fires or poorly vented stoves used for 

heating and cooking inside their homes. 

    



 

Prices Do Not Include the Value of Natural Capital 

• Companies using resources to provide goods for consumers generally are not required to pay for the harmful 

environmental costs of supplying such goods.  

• Ex: fishing companies pay the costs of catching fish but do not pay for the depletion of fish stocks. 

• Ex: Timber companies pay for clear-cutting forests but do not pay for resulting environmental degradation and 

loss of wildlife habitat. 

• The primary goal of these companies is to maximize profits for owners or stockholders. 

• It would be bad business to add these costs to products without government regulations creating a level 

economic playing field for all businesses creating products. 

• As a result, the prices of goods and services do not include their harmful environmental effects. Consumers have 

no effective way to evaluate harmful effects of goods and services. 

• Another problem is government provided subsidies which assist companies in using resources to run businesses. 

• This helps to create jobs and stimulate economic growth. However, this can also degrade natural capital because 

market costs do not include the value of natural capital. 

• Environmentally harmful subsidies encourage the depletion and degradation of natural capital. 

• We can live more sustainably by including in their market prices the harmful environmental costs of goods and 

services we use. 

• Two ways to do this: 

• Shift from earth-degrading government subsidies to earth-sustaining subsidies. 

• Tax pollution and waste heavily while reducing taxes on income and wealth. 

People Have Different Views about Environmental Problems and Their Solutions 

• An additional challenge is that people differ over the seriousness of the world’s environmental problems and 

what we should do to help solve them. This can delay our dealing with these problems. 

• Differing opinions about environmental problems arise mostly out of differing environmental worldviews. 



• Environmental worldview is your set of assumptions and values reflecting how you think the world works and 

what you think your role in the world should be. We base most of our actions on our worldviews. 

• Environmental ethics which are beliefs about what is right and wrong with how we treat the environment, are 

an important element in our worldviews. 

• People with widely differing environmental worldviews can take the same data, be logically consistent with it, 

and arrive at quite different conclusions because they start with different assumptions and beliefs.  

• The planetary management worldview holds that we are separate from and in charge of nature, that nature 

exists mainly to meet our needs and increasing wants, and that we can use our ingenuity and technology to 

manage the earth’s life-support systems, mostly for our benefit, indefinitely. 

• The stewardship worldview holds that we can and should manage the earth for our benefit, but that we have 

an ethical responsibility to be caring and responsible managers, or stewards, of the earth.  

• It says we should encourage environmentally beneficial forms of economic growth and development and 

discourage environmentally harmful forms. 

• The environmental wisdom worldview holds that we are part of, and dependent on, nature and that nature 

exists for all species, not just for us.  

• According to this view, our success depends on learning how life on earth sustains itself and integrating such 

environmental wisdom into the ways we think and act. 

 


