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1. Background 

No set of  issues has tended to separate economists 
and ecologists, especially in the mind of the public, 
more than those surrounding the linkages between 
economic growth, carrying capacity, and the envi- 
ronment. The general lack of interest among the 
majority of economists in problems of  the environ- 
ment, and a parallel lack of  interest among the 
majority of  ecologists in economic issues, combined 
with a lack of dialogue between ecologists and 
economists has allowed extreme positions to take 
hold in the public debate and to influence policy to 
an inordinate degree. Just one example from a recent 
book covering a debate between Julian Simon and 
Norman Myers (Myers and Simon, 1994) should 
suffice to demonstrate just how extreme some of  
these positions are. Consider the following quote by 
Simon: 
" W e  now have in our hands - - in  our libraries, really 
- - t h e  technology to feed, clothe, and supply energy 
to an ever-growing population for the next 7 billion 
years. Most amazing is that most of this specific 
body of knowledge developed within the past hun- 
dred years or so, though it rests on knowledge that 
had accumulated for millennia, of course. Indeed, the 
last necessary  addi t ions  to this b o d y  of  
knowledge--nuclear  fission and space t rave l - -oc-  
curred decades ago. Even if no new knowledge were 
ever invented after those advances, we would be able 

to go on increasing forever, improving our standard 
of living and our control over our environment. The 
discovery of  genetic manipulation certainly enhances 
our powers greatly, but even without it we could 
have continued our progress forever." (pp. 65) 

This blind and total optimism about the ability of  
technology to solve all our problems and allow 
economic and population growth to continue un- 
abated f o rever  is certainly not a position held by 
many reputable economists (Ravaioli and Ekins, 
1995). And yet, statements like these have been 
taken as the general view of  economists on growth 
and the environment. 1 

An analogous situation holds for ecologists. Envi- 
ronmentalists (not necesarily ecologists) make ex- 
treme statements that are intended to dramatize the 
situation, but end up polarizing it instead. 

The problem is that these issues are often pre- 
sented in both the scientific literature and in the 
popular press in a "deba te"  format, one that as- 
sumes there is a " r i gh t "  and a " w r o n g "  answer and 
attempts to lay out the opposing positions so the 
audience can choose for themselves who is " r igh t . "  
This format appeals to journalists trying to achieve 
"ba lanced"  coverage, but, ironically, the complex 
and important issues that are often the subject of  

1 Simon is, in fact, a professor of Business Administration, not 
an economist. 
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these debates become muddied rather than sharpened 
when subjected to this format. They are not black 
and white issues; accentuating the debate format 
actually hinders our ability to paint a richer, multi- 
colored, picture and achieve consensus on appropri- 
ate courses of  action. In addition, the journalistic 
search for "ba l ance"  often pits a broad scientific 
consensus against a few crackpots willing to take the 
opposite posi t ion--hardly an accurate picture of  the 
true balance of  opinion in the community. This is not 
to say we don ' t  need a thorough and ongoing discus- 
sion, but the format should be one of truly balanced 
and interactive dialogue rather than confrontational 
debate in the journalistic style. 

2. The Ask6 meeting: Toward dialogue and con- 
sensus 

This kind of  balanced and interactive dialogue 
was the goal of  a small workshop held August 
31-September  2, 1994, in the archipelago outside of 
Stockholm, Sweden. The meeting was organized by 
the Beijer International Institute of  Ecological Eco- 
nomics, a part of the Royal Swedish Academy of 
Sciences, and was attended by all the authors of  the 
paper which is the starting point of this forum (Arrow 
et al., 1995, reprinted here). 

The aim of  the meeting was to establish a substan- 
tive dialogue among a small group of  ecologists and 
economists, to see whether there was an interdisci- 
plinary consensus on the issues of  economic growth, 
carrying capacity, and the environment, and to deter- 
mine what could be said about the joint development 
of  economic and environmental policy. 

One outcome of  this meeting was a paper in- 
tended to reframe the debate by presenting the con- 
sensus that could be achieved among this diverse 
group of  authors, who came from very different 
intellectual backgrounds in ecology and economics 
(Arrow et al., 1995). There is nothing in the paper 's  
content that one could not find in the statements of  
various other individuals elsewhere, but what is sig- 
nificant is what the consensus that developed from 
this interactive dialogue looks like, and how it differs 
from the more usual statements attributed to these 
two groups on the issues under discussion. It also 
stands in stark contrast to the more extreme state- 

ments like the one quoted above. We hoped that by 
publishing this consensus statement in a reputable, 
high-circulation journal like Science we could clear 
the air a bit about how much agreement there really 
was among these two communities, and pave the 
way for more rational and collaborative development 
of policy. This is certainly one of the goals of 
Ecological Economics. 

3. The purpose of  the Forum 

Like any consensus statement, Arrow et al. (1995) 
leaves many things vague and only scratches the 
surface of  many others. But one of  its main purposes 
was to serve as a starting point for future elaboration 
and discussion. The Forum which follows is an effort 
to elicit this further elaboration and discussion from 
a set of invited respondents. We are publishing parts 
of  this Forum in three separate journals simultane- 
ously. In addition to Ecological Economics, Ecolog- 
ical Applications (a journal of  the Ecological Society 
of America), and Environment and Development 
Economics (a new journal starting in 1996, Charles 
Perrings, chief editor, published by Cambridge Uni- 
versity Press) are publishing similar Forums around 
the Arrow et al. article with different sets of invited 
participants. 

Each invited participant was asked simply for a 
response. It could be positive or negative, and take 
off in any direction the respondent chose. Each of 
the authors tended to pick up on different aspects of  
the original article, most finding points of  both 
agreement and disagreement. We hope you will agree 
that the results make for highly stimulating reading, 
and that they further the cause of  creating a more 
balanced and interactive dialogue on these critical 
issues. 
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