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SCIENCE

The Undesirability Principle

In physics, the Uncertainty Principle states that the product of the
uncertainties in two related quantities—the momentum of a particle and its
position in space—is equal to or greater than a constant. This means that
any choice that investigators make to increase the certainty in one variable
is automatically paid for by increased uncertainty in the other variable. If
one determines the position of the particle to high accuracy, one can only
know the velocity of the particle to very low accuracy. There seems to be an
equivalent principle operating in society, which I shall call the Undesirabili-
ty Principle. It states that the product of the costs of two or more conflicting
courses of action is a constant. Society, therefore, can obtain one goal to
whatever degree of desirability it wishes provided that it is willing to pay the
price in loss of desirability in othér goals.

The newspaper headlines illustrate daily the importance of this principle,
which is usually ignored by special-interest groups who lobby for their own
particular commitments. Some industrial companies, for example, would
like to dump toxic wastes for the lowest cost possible and with minimum
government regulation. Some environmental groups would like to place
severe restraints on dumping to prevent any conceivable pollution in this
and future generations. Consumer groups would like to buy the products of
industry at the lowest possible prices. Trial lawyers want the greatest
possible freedom for individuals to sue companies for damages. Society can
have any one or two of these factors to a high degree of desirability, but only
at a price of undesirability in some other part of the system. We can enact,
for instance, strict environmental standards to reduce almost all chance of
contamination now and in the indefinite future. We can establish standards
stating that if these limits prove, at some later time, inadequate, an
individual who becomes ill can sue 4 company even if that company
conformed to all of the original standards. In fact, just such a bill is before
Congress at this moment, loudly supported by its protagonists. It can, of
course, go into effect, but only at a substantial price to the consumer.

On balance, it seems obvious that companies must continue to bear
restraints on the dumping of toxic chemicals. We live together too closely
and there. are too many chemicals to allow careless waste disposal.
Responsible chemical companies would and do agree. Moreover, a compa-
ny that flagrantly or willfully disregards the laws should be punished by the
legal system and be vulnerable to lawsuits by victims. On the other hand, is
it reasonable to write into a law that victims should be allowed to sue a
company when it has conformed to all the existing rules because later the
limits change as a result of new scientific evidence? Or should companies
with the expertise be expected to foresee possible effects? Environmental-
ists and industrialists will argue their viewpoints with passion, denouncing
each other for recklessness or impracticality of what, in fact, is a matter of
economics. Contingency funds can be set aside at any level by industry or
government. It just means that current customers will be paying a high price
to protect customers of the future. It is not simply a matter of right and
wrong. There is a poiit at which the desirability of one goal has created an
out-of-proportion undesirability in another goal.

The solution is clear. Congress should enact an Undesirability Impact
Law requiring protagonists of one desired goal to state clearly to society the
undesirable aspects of their proposal. For example, chemical companies
advocating less regulation would be required to detail the dangers to water
supplies of minimal regulation. Environmentalists advocating stringent
precautions would be required to state the cost to the consumer. A society
educated to the Undesirability Principle would become skeptical of single-
minded advocates. The process of applying the Undesirability Principle
might even introduce a welcome degree of uncertainty into the more closed—
minded political lobbyists.—DANIEL A. KOSHLAND, JR. ‘





