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A problem of scale

within two years. What is needed is a 
range of new institutions capable of 
dealing with our economic dilemmas 
and our problems well into the future. 
For two or three decades, public 
infrastructure has been neglected; it 
is in deeply decrepit condition. The 
reconstruction of the country needs to 
be financed on an ongoing basis very 
much as Franklin Roosevelt did in the 
New Deal: something that can engage 
the energies and activities of the whole 
country for a long period of time.

This is of particular importance as 
we confront the problems of energy 
security and climate change. Energy 
security, because if we do not engineer 
ourselves to have economic expansion 
without increasing the demand for oil, 
we will become victims of increases 

in the oil price almost as soon as the 
recovery gets off the ground, and that 
will tend to forestall the realization of 
sustained growth over time. Climate 
change, because if we do not rebuild 
the country in such a way as to keep our 
total energy demands and greenhouse 
gas emissions down on a sustainable 
basis, the country itself will not be 
habitable in finite time. 

On the bright side… maybe there is 
no bright side. But I do think that it will 
become reasonably clear that the first 
round of the Obama New Deal was not 
sufficient and we will have another round 
of debate over what should be done. It 
is going to be a very dangerous period 
because every snake oil salesman in 
the country will be out claming that their 
own remedy was the right one in the first 

place; but we will at least have a chance 
to revisit the issues of renewable energy 
and protection of the environment. These 
two areas, it seems to me, are the most 
important and— with persistence— there 
is at least some hope that eventually they 
might prevail.

JAMES K. GALBRAITH is Chair of 
the Board of Economists for Peace 
and Security, and author of The 
Predator State: How Conservatives 
Abandoned the Free Market and Why 
Liberals Should Too (Free Press, 
2008). This text is based upon a 
Galbraith lecture at Clark University, 
Worcester, Massachusetts. The 
entire lecture (AIJ’s two-part series is 
covering but a fraction) is forthcoming 
in the journal Human Geography, 
Volume 2, Number 2, 2009.



On the 3rd of December 1984, 40 
tonnes of toxic gases escaped from the 
Union Carbide pesticide plant in Bhopal, 
India. The result was catastrophic. 3,000 
people— men, women, and children— 
were dead within the hour; after 72 hours 
the death toll had tripled. Over 22,000 
have died to date from gas-related 
afflictions, and permanent injuries run 
into the hundreds of thousands. The 
local ecosystem is likewise suffering; 
water and soil are laden with toxins that 
are hundreds of times more prevalent 
than can be safely absorbed by humans 
and local wildlife.    The Bhopal Gas 
Disaster highlights the environmental 
and human costs of laissez-faire industry, 
while serving as yet another example of 
the debt that the North is quickly racking 
up in the South— ecological debt.

Today’s environmental destruction of 
the South is an extension of a legacy 
of ecological plunder dating back to 
colonisation. Spices, plants, animals 
and germplasm, land, gold and other 
minerals, oil and other fossil fuels; 
the wealth of the West is built on the 
bedrock of their plunder. 

The 500 hundred-year rise of Europe 
culminated with domination over the 
globe— its resources as much as its 
peoples.  The words of Cecil Rhodes, an 
influential force in the British expansion 
in 19th century Africa, crystallises this 
relationship succinctly:

“We must find new lands from which 
we can easily obtain raw materials and 
at the same time exploit cheap slave 
labour that is available from the natives 
of the colonies. The colonies would also 
provide a dumping ground for the surplus 
goods produced in our factories.”

In the world market that was created 
by Europe, a large surplus of natural 

resources and cheap or forced labour was 
extracted from the subordinate colonial 
economies. Although some development 
did take place in the colonies, their 
economies were almost entirely geared to 
the needs of the home economies. 

In his prologue to ‘Ecological 
Imperialiasm’ the Biological Expansion 
of Europe, 900 –1900, Alfred W. Crosby 
asks “Perhaps European humans have 
triumphed because of their superiority 
in arms, organisation and fanaticism, 
but what in heaven’s name is the reason 
that the Sun never sets on the empire 
of the dandelion?” He also provides 
an answer, “Perhaps the success of 
European imperialism has a biological, 
an ecological component”.

Rethinking Debt

The ecological debt of the North to the 
South is not just historical, but continues 
to be accumulated even today. A 
persuasive definition of ecological 
debt is that of the Accion Ecologica of 
Ecuador, according to which: 

The Debt accumulated by the Northern 
industrial countries towards the Third 
World countries on account of resource 
plundering, environmental damages, 
and the free occupation of environmental 
space to deposit wastes, such as 
greenhouse gases. Those who abuse 
the biosphere, transgress ecological 
limits and enforce unsustainable 
patterns of resource extraction of a 

range of natural resources must begin 
to discharge this ecological debt. The 
ecological debt accumulated through 
such processes as the extraction of a 
range of natural resources, ecologically 
unequal terms of trade externalising 
ecological costs, the appropriation of 
traditional knowledge, for example, of 
seeds and plants, on which the modern 
agri-business and biotechnology are 
based, contamination of the atmosphere 
through the emission of various 
greenhouse gases, producing and 
testing chemical and nuclear weapons in 
countries of the South, and the dumping 
of chemicals and toxic waste in the Third 
World. The current system of neo-liberal 
globalised market economy maintains 
and augments the ecological debt 
through such mechanisms as the SAPs 
imposed by the international financial 
institutions, foreign investments, 
unequal terms of trade, forcing 
countries to produce export products 
in order to redress financial debts; and 
through the trade-related Intellectual 
Property Rights within the WTO which 
protect the patenting of genetic material 
for agriculture and pharmacology by 
TNCs without compensation for the 
original guardians of the biodiversity of 
the South’.

In recent years, with the threat of 
climate change looming large over the 
entire planet, the concept of ecological 
debt is increasingly appreciated. As 
industrialized countries continue to 
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 A big footprint
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plight of the Palestinians and another 
long-suffering people.

To wit, connect the Dalit upsurge in India 
to the solidarity movement for Palestine. 
Racism must be understood in broader 
terms as encompassing various forms of 
exclusionist ideologies founded not just 
on biologically or physically determined 
markers, but also on cultural ones. Thus 
cultural identity markers, when used 
for the purposes of institutionalized 
discrimination, are also to be seen as 
forms of racist injustice. Both casteism 
and Zionism come into this category of 
culturally based discriminations. You do 
not have to be a Palestinian to empathize 
with the Palestinian cause. Palestinians 
are fighting for much more than just their 
national liberation; they are fighting for 
progressives everywhere.

ACHIN VANAIK is a Professor of 
International Relations and Global 
Politics in the Political Science 
Department of Delhi University

agricultural intensification and 
expansion, deforestation, overfishing, 
and mangrove conversion; it notes that, 
“through disproportionate emissions of 
greenhouse gases alone, the rich group 
may have imposed climate damages on 
the poor group greater than the latter’s 
current foreign debt.”

That the rest of the world is finally coming 
to terms with ecological debt and its 
terrible human consequences must be 
but scant consolation to the victims of 
the Bhopal Gas Disaster. However, as is 
the case with such tragedies, one must 
clutch at whatever silver lining can be 
found by hoping that the lessons will not 
be lost as easily as the lives and will be 
remembered for just as long.

VINOD RAINA is the editor of The 
Dispossessed Victims of Development 
in Asia (Asian Regional Exchange for 
New Alternatives- ARENA, 1997). A 
physicist by profession, Vinod is also 
one of the pioneers of the People’s 
Science Movement in India, having 
helped set up the All-India People’s 
Science Network (AIPSN) and the 
Bharat Gyan Vigyan Samiti (BGVS).

squat on the development space of less-
developed countries, academic research 
is beginning to show its true cost. 

A calculation sponsored by the British 
Government, for example, revealed that 
at a bargain price of US$20 per ton of 
carbon dioxide emitted, the developed 
countries owe the poor countries 
US$13 trillion each year. Contrast this 
with the total external financial debt of 
all the indebted poor and developing 
countries, which is just under US$3 
trillion.  And that is just the climate 
debt, which is only a component of the 
ecological debt. 

Indeed a landmark 2008 University of 
California Berkeley study entitled “The 
debt of nations and the distribution 
of ecological impacts from human 
activities” conservatively estimated 
the environmental costs of human 
activities in low-, middle- and high-
income countries from 1961- 2000 in 
six major categories: climate change, 
stratospheric ozone depletion, 



“We may be witnessing the beginning 
of the end of the era of impunity,” Nadia 
Hijab, a senior fellow at the Washington-
based Institute for Palestine Studies, 
was quoted by IPS in response to 
the findings of a 574-page report by 
a four-member United Nations Fact 
finding mission. The mission, led by 
internationally-renowned former South 
African supreme court justice and chief 
prosecutor in the international tribunals 
for Rwanda and Yugoslavia, investigated 
alleged war crimes committed by Israeli 
troops in Gaza in a 23-day bloody, 
unprecedented onslaught against a 
largely defenseless population.

But Hijab was not the only one who 
expressed optimism. Others did, 
encouraged perhaps, by the report’s 
use of terminology unfamiliar in a 
conflict where empirical experience 
has shown that Israeli actions, no 
matter how outrageously violent, will 
have no meaningful legal repercussions 
whatsoever.

Goldstone’s report, released on 
September 15, made some important 
recommendations, following a 
thorough investigation that was 
carefully compiled by the mission – 
which was organized by the UN Human 
Rights Council last April.

One is that the UN Security Council 
should set up a team of experts to 
monitor Israel’s investigations of the 
war crimes committed in Gaza. If Israel 
fails to do so, then the situation should 
be referred to the Prosecutor in the 
International Criminal Court (ICC).

“The mission concluded that actions 
amounting to war crimes, and possibly 
in some respects crimes against 
humanity, were committed by the 
Israel Defense Force,” Goldstone told 
reporters on September 16. He also 

said that the Israeli government has 
carried out no credible investigation.

Despite his recommendations that 
UN experts follow the progress of the 
internal investigation by Israel, and 
the Palestinians (since they too were 
accused of violating international law 
by lobbing home-made rockets into 
Israel without taking into account the 
possible harm to civilians), it is puzzling 

why Goldstone would think that any 
genuine investigation is possible in the 
first place.

The events in Gaza resulted in the 
deaths of 1,387 (other estimates put 
the number at 1,417, mostly civilians, 
including over 300 children), the 
wounding of thousands more, the 
targeting of an already dilapidated 
infrastructure (hospitals, police 
stations, factories, schools, and even 
chicken farms).

Palestinians were also chastised for 
rockets fired from Gaza. Of course, 
Goldstone was not expected to 
justify or applaud the homemade 
rockets, or even underline their lack of 
effectiveness— four Israelis were killed 
by rocket fire, during the period of the 
war. Out of the nine Israeli soldiers 
killed in the fighting, four were killed in 
friendly fire.

While both Hamas and the PA fully 
cooperated with Goldstone and his 

colleagues, Israel fully rejected the 
mission, refusing entry into Israel or Gaza, 
forcing the use of alternative routes into 
the besieged strip, through Egypt.

Israeli officials claim that the report 
was pre-written, rendering it biased 
from the start. Israel’s Foreign Ministry 
spokesman said the report created 
unjust “equivalence of a democratic state 
with a terror organization,” in reference to 
Hamas before adding, “We have nothing 
to be ashamed of, and don’t need lessons 
in morality from a committee established 
by Syria, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Malaysia 
and Somalia.”

Goldstone called on the 192-member 
General Assembly to establish 
an escrow fund so that Israel can 
compensate Palestinians in Gaza. 
Meanwhile the Human Rights Council 
is convening on September 29 in 
Geneva to discuss the report and 
could call for its transfer to the Security 
Council, or even to the ICC.

“Perhaps next time we set out to wage 
another vain and miserable war, we will 
take into account not only the number 
of fatalities we are likely to sustain, but 
also the heavy political damage such 
wars cause,” wrote Israeli columnist 
Gideon Levy.

One would have to wait for the next 
miserable war, the next massacre to find 
out whether Israel has learned its lesson. 
Until then, the desperate yet resilient 
Palestinians in Gaza continue to live in 
their makeshift tents, atop the rubble that 
was once called home, awaiting food, 
cement and international justice.

RAMZY BAROUD (www.ramzybaroud.
net) has authored several books and is 
the editor of PalestineChronicle.com. 
His work has been published in many 
newspapers, journals and anthologies 
around the world. His latest book is, 
“The Second Palestinian Intifada: A 
Chronicle of a People’s Struggle” 
(Pluto Press, London), and his 
forthcoming book is, “My Father Was a 
Freedom Fighter: Gaza’s Untold Story” 
(Pluto Press, London), which is now 
available for pre-orders at Amazon.
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