The plan is an example of ‘industrial ecology’ – an absolute free market may be bad for the environment, but establishing policies that constrain and direct the energies of capitalism can redirect its destructive impulse towards positive projects
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“Industrial ecology” is a field of research which emerged in the 1990s that seeks to find technical and economic opportunities within industry to reduce environmental harm. Rather than grudgingly accept capitalism as an unfortunate reality, industrial ecology purposefully works within capitalism, seeking the cooperation of industry in formulating not only different environmental solutions, but potentially different industrial processes. If Speth, Lewis, and other writers of that ilk see capitalists – corporations, in particular – as inherently capricious, industrial ecologists hope to harness the expertise of polluting corporations to help solve the technological problems of pollution: [I]ndustrial ecology also positions corporate entities from service companies to manufacturing companies to mining corporations to giant agricultural operations as key players in the protection of the environment. The first generation view, which sees corporations as reprobates causes us to miss out on their potential for environmental leadership especially on the technological aspects of environmental problems by looking to industry for environmental benefit.33 This represented a clear conceptual break from what had been at the time a dominant paradigm of pollution control, which was adversarial in nature. Industrial ecology also sounded a call to reform pollution laws that addressed pollution piecemeal, one pollutant at a time, one media at a time, one industrial process at a time, by urging focus on industries and their environments as holistic systems, so that all of the linkages (including pollution) can be addressed at once. A broader systems view would hopefully produce environmental policy that is less myopic, more focused on preservation of ecological systems, and preventing separate regulations from working at cross-purposes. For example, one area of industrial ecology would concern solid wastes, and would call for a more careful search of opportunities to recycle and reuse industrial wastes, as opposed to stringent and inflexible regulations governing the waste that might preclude productive and cost-saving reuse. In their book, Natural Capitalism, Paul Hawken, Amory Lovins, and Hunter Lovins make many of these same points, and seek many of the same opportunities. Their focus is more explicitly on the contribution of natural systems to human wealth creation and well-being, a concept that has been dubbed “ecosystem services.” Viewed that way, natural systems like wetlands that provide a variety of benefits to humans, such as flood control, water purification, wildlife habitat, and recreation, are capital, or “natural capital.”34 Like industrial ecologists, natural capitalists such as Hawken, Lovins, and Lovins would install an accounting system so that firms take account of harm to natural systems caused by their production processes. The hope is that not only that polluting firms internalize environmental externalities, but that there exist some incentive for firms to restore, or repair, or, invest in natural capital. Like industrial ecologists, natural capitalists see a number of production processes that are both inefficient and environmentally harmful, and look for policies to reform those processes. Like industrial ecologists, they contemplate extensive tax reform, taxing some polluting harms (like carbon dioxide) and eliminating harmful expenditures, such as most agricultural subsidies. Like industrial ecologists, and unlike Speth, Lewis, Marx, Schumpeter, and Polanyi, they are hopeful about preserving both capitalism and the global environment. And importantly, like industrial ecologists, they find inspiration in the ways that natural systems produce ecosystem services and process waste, seeking to install production systems that mimic natural processes. Those natural restorative processes provide potentially important lessons for private, capitalist firms in the business of environmental restoration. This would require, as this book argues in Chapter 7, a much, much broader scientific knowledge base of how human activity affects the global environment. My call in this book goes further than industrial ecologists and natural capitalists do. Not only do I believe that capitalism, and its profit-making corporate machines, are compatible with a more enlightened approach to environmental protection, I believe that it will be the central means by which the global environment is restored and protected. Capitalism is a powerful social force that will drive society in whatever direction it is pointed. But it has to be consciously pointed in the right direction.
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