
One of the first few things I have noticed when I first set my foot in the United States a few years ago was the mentality of the local populace towards the environment. Though I would be exaggerating if I were to say that Americans are the most environmentally conscious bunch on the planet, yet there is a certain shade of green embedded in their way of life amid the headquarters of consumerism. And I have come to wonder how the American did it.

It turns out that it took DDT and about two generations of environmental progress.

DDT was and still is a powerful pesticide. It could kill countless of insect species at one shot. Due to DDT capability to exterminate pests, the industrialists immediately hailed DDT as the answer to famine and hunger and at once, DDT was the Pentium 4 of the mid 20th century. Despite the benefits of the pesticide, a biologist named Rachel Carson was not so sure about it. Her doubts were confirmed when she found out through her colleague about the death of large birds due to DDT spraying. The fact that the pesticide is powerful enough to kill not just insects but also other classes of species easily compelled her to write an influential book entitled Silent Spring, published in 1962. In the book, she explained the danger of pesticide and the side-effects it could have on human being and our habitat. Immediately, that year spring was anything but silent. Public debates occurred and many became hesitant whenever DDT was mentioned.

The uproar stirred by Carson made the American chemical industry faced possible economic loss. It was only comprehensible for the industry to flex their muscle and declared war against the biologist soon afterwards.  They went to the air to refute each of her claims, they published numerous articles to discredit her and they even went to Washington D.C. to sway policymakers against Rachel Carson. With the resources they had, one could only imagine what kind of intimidation she had received.


Fortunately, in the end the power is in the hand of the people. The public placed its trust on Carson and thus, forcing the US federal government to ban DDT from public usage despite the pressure from rich and powerful industrialists to do otherwise.

The whole episode awakened the sleeper inside the American people. Thanks to Silent Spring, Americans and to some extend the world community started to realize the interconnectivity between human being and the environment and the stress we as humans are bringing upon the Earth. Later in the 70s, the introduction of the Gaia theory by a NASA scientist further strengthened the already in placed Americans’ respect for the environment. Around the same time, Earth Day first was proclaimed in San Francisco. All the sudden, public awareness on the environment became hard to go unnoticed; the snowball effect was at its full force.

Like how the mushrooms would grow after a blissful rain, more and more environmental related non-governmental organizations were formed as a direct result of increasing public interest in nature. These NGOs kept the ball rolling by preaching to the public on how we are killing Gaia and what we could do to save her. In the process, the phrase “Reduce! Reuse! Recycle!” along with the three green arrows came to life.  The next thing you know, the green arrows could be found on almost every non-durable consumer product in the US nowadays.

This norm of life has made businesses to adhere to conservation culture. Anybody who does not conform to the norm will face unwanted public scrutiny. As the giant oil firm Exxon Mobil has learned, bad publicity is bad for business.

Now, what is the big deal about DDT, Carson, the Earth Day and recycling? 

It was a revolution. It may not be as radical as the Red October or the Bastille Day, or even as obvious as the civil rights movement by Martin Luther King, but it was a revolution nonetheless. The fire that is burning slowly in the American society right now was started by a spark and that is exactly what most Malaysians need; the one spark to start a Malaysian environmental revolution.

The past decade has seen a few sparks but most of them were dully overlooked by Malaysian public. In the United States, when Hetch Hetchy Dam in California was proposed in the early 1900s, fierce public debates on development versus wilderness took place. In contrast, when the Bakun Dam was about to be constructed in the days prior to the Asian Financial Crisis, nobody gave a hoot for Mother Nature. Similarly, when reclamation projects were announced in Penang, Kedah, Malacca and God’s know where else, public attitude was nonchalant. Perhaps, the only reclamation project that received public attention was the reclamation project across the Straits of Tebrau. That however was more of a hint of nationalism hypocrisy rather than a sincere fight for the fragile environment. Thus it seems that the problem is the inability to utilize that spark for a leap.

Perhaps, it is more of economic in nature. It is true that developing countries, Malaysia included, tend to focus on economic development rather than any other issue. Even civil rights issue has just become Malaysian public concern. In fact, if one read the news carefully, most of environmentally related noise comes from the industrialized nations.

This is by no mean means jealousy on first world nations’ part against us.  It is simply that once every infrastructure conducive for businesses are in place, other things come to mind and usually, civil liberty and the environment come next in the hit list.  Maybe, the only way Malaysians are going to have their own green revolution is to stop referring themselves as a developing country and start assuming a seat among the first world countries.

Does this however give an excuse for Malaysians to not care about the environment for the time being?


No, not at all; to disregard Mother Nature and to solely focus on development is a recipe for dystopia. The Indonesian forest fire in 1998, which was one of the worst environmental disasters in modern history, serves as a grim reminder as a consequence for disrespecting our home world.

While Malaysians are racing towards industrialized modern state one way to guarantee the existence of a green conscious society is to introduce simple concept such as conservation to young school kids. Various such as essay writing competitions at school, state or even national level could tremendously bring the notion of conservation to students. More importantly, public schools should be made compulsory to reduce, reuse and recycle. It is only when a concept is lived out regularly will it then proliferate into every day life.


Applying the same argument, the government should lead way by showing exemplary conservation code. Each body directly related to the government should be made compulsory to at least recycle papers. Hopefully through this, it will apply pressure to the private sector to follow suit.

However, let’s be frank. Theoretically, every social problem, in the long run could be solved through education. In fact currently, in order to promote national unity, the Malaysian government is toying with the education system.  However, seeing it working out is an uncertainty. Even if it does work, it takes at least one generation for any desired result to show. Worse, looking at it objectively, it is going to take eternity for the enlightened generation to crowd out the older generations. Unfortunately, the Earth does not have eternity to spare with. And no, we can’t kill the oldies as an easy route. Thus, the real answer lies in the tools of economics – taxes and subsidies.

Tools of economics have always been the best way to voluntarily change the behavior of the society (or the market, depending on whether you are a socialist or a libertarian). Of course, a libertarian would puke the first thing they heard about taxes but that is another point to be argued at another time.

Taxes or better, waste fee could be applied to environmentally unfriendly firms. If a firm is sufficiently rational, at the presence of the tax, it should try to cut down its cost and the only way to avert the cost without breaking the law is for the firm to use its resources more efficiently. This of course means reduce, reuse and recycle.

However, tax is sin money. Life is supposed to be free and tax is the bar that limits freedom.  Tax is the money taken by the power that be from the people for the whole good. That sounds like socialism but then, socialism is not all that bad. Therefore, in order to balance out the sin on a measure, subsidy should be given to deserving firms, that ones that are environmentally friendly. Again, a rational firm would want a free lunch. Thus, this will give firms the extra incentive to take the whole nine yards in conservation of resources.

Through the means of economics, hopefully the almighty invincible hand will make the society to be more conservative and efficient on resource management.

And now, I think I have explained how conservation could be introduced into the society. However, I haven’t addressed why it is important. Yet I will not ramble on further because I believe that is an elementary school kids’ job. Really, conservation is theirs to assert; the future world is theirs. After all, we do not inherit the world from our ancestors. We are merely borrowing it from our children. Our obligation is to make their job an easier task.
