Consumerism and the
Environment

David Luinstra
1t is an established fact that we as human
beings consume an incredible amount, and
this excessive consumption has a negative
effect on our planet. Studies indicate that
North Americans consume their average
body weight each day in the form of raw
materials. This places a heavy demand on
our natural resources and affects the
world’s climate. Industrialized countries,
approximately 20% of the population of
the planet, consume 70% of the world’s
paper, and when doing so, contribute to
the rising amounts of carbon dioxide in the

atmosphere ("Causes of Climate Change”).
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It has been suggested that places that
traditionally would not be described as
industrialized countries—such as Brazil,
Eastern Europe, and Thailand—are
beginning to place demands on their
environments similar to those of the “West.”
Qur level of consumption, then, seems to
be unsustainable (Kaza). It is imperative
that young people be aware of this, as they
have the power to bring consumption back

to realistic levels.

If it is well-
documented
that North
American
consumption
levels make

a sustainable

future an
impossibility, then why is consumption not
being curbed? Why, instead, are more
countries emulating Northern,

industrialized countries? Of course, theories
abound, some suggesting that despite the
dangers of over-consuming, people by

nature are short-sighted, and adopting a
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rich, North American lifestyle is more Driver).

important than ensuring the planet’s

sustainability. With the proliferation of Although it is a gross simplification to
American media throughout the world, this  suggest that the root of this problem is that
lifestyle is highly visible and desirable the world does not have its priorities in
(Wilk). order, the evidence seems to suggest just

that. According to Consumerism: Volunteer
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It i®not only the amount of consumption,
but the nature of the products being
consumed, that is cause for alarm. In “The

Total Beauty of Sustainable Products,”
Edwin Datschefski explores the idea of

environmentally safe products, but
generally concludes that very few products
are designed with sustainability in mind:
only one in 10,000 products are designed

with the environment in mind {qgtd. in

29



Now!, more money is being spent on
ensuring the world has access to ice cream,
cigarettes, pet food, and perfume than
access to clean water. There is no shortage
of activists and experts who are
passionately urging governments to
encourage more responsible consumption,
but their efforts seem to be falling on deaf
ears. Teens, however, may be able to
employ different tactics in order to get the
message through. With their media savvy
and technological expertise, they have the
potential to succeed where powerful
organizations such as the United Mations

seem to be failing.

The following is a quote from a UN
HumanDevelopment Report (1998).
Despite apparently solid scholarship, a dry,
officious document such as this will be

unlikely to reach young people:

Today's consumption is
undermining the
environmental resource base.
It is exacerbating inequalities.
And the dynamics of the
consumption-poverty-
inequality-environment nexus
are accelerating. If the trends
continue without change - not
redistributing from high-
income to low-income
consumers, not shifting from
polluting to cleaner goods
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and production technologies,
not promoting goods that
empower poor producers, not
shifting priority from
consumption for conspicuous
display to meeting basic
needs - today’s problems of
consumption and human
development will worsen.

Other initiatives, such as International Buy
Nothing Day, are more relevant to teens,
This event, although not designed to shake
the foundations of consumer culture by
boycotting consumption for one day of the
year, is meant to put overconsumption into

the spotlight and encourage discussion,

The greatest damage done to our planet
comes from those on the extremes of the
wealth spectrum; the gap between the rich

and poor is enormous, and is growing. The

richest 20% of the world’s population is
earning approximately 83% of global
income and spends recklessly, ravaging the
world’s natural resources. On the other side
of the spectrum, the world’s poorest people
are motivated almost exclusively by the
desire to merely survive, and pay little heed
to the environmental consequences of their
actions. Therefore, the root of this
environmental crisis is a much bigger
issue: the global disparity in wealth
("Resource Racket”). A major part of the
problem of overconsumption can be
combatted by aggressive campaigns
against decadent consumerism. The most
important group to inform of the issues is

youth, as this is the group that can begin to

reverse this trend.
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