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SCIENCE

Changing Attitudes toward Environmental Problems

During 1970 public concern about pollution reached an emotional
peak. Many people became convinced that the environment was deterio-
rating rapidly and that all of us were about to choke to death from
pollution. Politicians of the two major parties scrambled to establish
positions on the antipollution bandwagon. Federal legislative and ad-
ministrative actions that were taken will eventually result in substantial
improvement in our air and waters. Convinced that the public demands
cleaner air and cleaner water, American industry will spend billions
of dollars on antipollution measures.

An emotional peak, such as that witnessed in 1970, cannot be sus-
tained. Earth Day activities this year were a pale shadow of those of a
year ago. The mass media are beginning to diminish their coverage of
environmental matters, and debunking stories are starting to appear.
More important for the long haul is a growing recognition that environ-
mental improvement is going to cost a lot of money and that the costs
are going to be paid by everyone.

The emotional peak of 1970 was built in part on a solid base but it
was also built in part on erroneous information and bad judgment. We
must achieve and maintain a livable environment, but we are not about
to choke to death from pollution, and the world is not going to run
out of oxygen. ,

One of the odd features of the emotional peak was that it occurred
at a time when most of the important components of pollution had
leveled off or declined. For example, suspended particulate matter over
some large cities had already decreased and carbon monoxide and sulfur
dioxide content had diminished in others.

Contributing heavily to the timing and the shape of the emotional
peak was the behavior of the mass media. Reporters selectively quoted
people who gave them the scary kind of story that their editors would
print, or that radio and TV would use. Public emotion quickly rose.
However, after a time the public interest began to level off, and the
mass media are now turning elsewhere. Typically, a period of inattention
will be followed by another phase in which low-key, sober assessments
will provide a more realistic picture to the public.

One of the misapprehensions of many people is that they can enjoy a
perfect environment but that somebody else will pay for it. The cost of
attaining even a moderately decent environment will be in the tens of
billions of dollars and will be borne by everyone. Experience with abate-
ment of sulfur dioxide pollution is illustrative. The added costs of low-
sulfur fuels are in excess of a billion dolars a year. But the public will
pay far more in the form of increased costs for electricity and other
items.

We are entering a new phase in efforts to attain a better environ-
ment. In future, emotional appeals based on inaccurate information are
not so likely to be effective. As it becomes apparent that the public
must pay for improvements, new criteria will enter discussions concern-
ing the environment. Benefits will be weighed against costs. Intellectual
leadership in environmental matters will be shared by economists who
are already beginning to hold useful symposia on these topics. Changes
in political attitudes that are already occurring will continue as ghetto
congressmen find their constituents feeling the costs of pollution abate-
ment. The constituents are unaware of much improvement for their
money. They have not been fully informed, and they are unable to
detect small changes in sulfur dioxide. At the same time their eyes
and their noses tell them that garbage collection has not improved.

—PuiLie H. ABELSON

The background for much of this discussion was a symposium organized by Resources
for the Future and held in Washington, D.C., on 20 and 21 April.



