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The capitalist economy at the limits of the ecosystem.  
About the social content of the environmental issue.  Can it be formulated as a question connected to the concept of production?  How can we link it to the concept of a new developmental model? How can this be incorporated into a hegemonic concept?
Presentation by Elodie VAXELAIRE, National Secretary for Environmental Planning, Parti de Gauche (a French left-wing political party)
In France, for a long time, social and environmental issues have not been treated collectively.  The workers´ movement, political parties and trade unions were interested in criticizing the capitalist system and its´ social causes whereas environmental issues were seen to be problems concerning well-being, rich people, and hippies and were therefore relegated to the Green Party. 
Even now, as soon as the crisis of the capitalist system arises, the traditional left-wing party focuses on the issue of improving the economy and forgets all about environmental obligations. By acting in this manner they think they are protecting and safeguarding social interests.
As for the Green party, they are constantly being tempted by the idea of promoting environmental policies that are “neither left-wing, nor right-wing” abandoning radical criticism of the capitalist system to try to integrate environmental concerns into the workings of the system. This was the case when the movement Génération écologie (Ecology Generation) was launched and recently with the European environmental movement led by Daniel Cohn Bendit (whose program highlights the advantages of green growth and the creation of thousands of jobs in ENR – quite similar to the rhetoric of the Sarkozy government).  
The rapprochement as well as the confrontation of ideas and struggles, environmental and social ones, has, nevertheless, been taking place for twenty years in the aftermath of the Rio summit as well as during Worldwide Social Forum discussions and at the Grenelle environmental conference round-table talks where trade unionists, elected officials, and environmental organisations met. A more recent example would be Cochabamba. Common struggles have emerged from both workers´ movements and environmental ones. There has been a resurgence of environmental worries in certain unions in connection with their defense of public services (French unions Sud, FSU and even CGT). In fact my party, le Parti de Gauche, was created in November 2008 and set itself the goal of being an environmental, socialist, democratic, open party. The party’s proposed mode of operation is “environmental planning”. 

Nevertheless, this fusion of ideas is taking a long time to become reality.  
Therefore, how can environmental and social issues be brought closer together and become pillars for a new model of development?  
One common point is clear: the capitalist system is as destructive to societies and people as it is to the environment. Karl Marx had already analysed this in his Principles: the continuous expansion of territory in which capital can move in not only gives rise to ever-larger markets that increase in size up to becoming world-wide but also leads to the search for any property and goods in nature that could be bought and sold. In today’s capitalist globalisation, anything can be bought and traded: tropical timber, land, genetically modified organisms, and now even carbon. The free trade agreements of the WTO or of the European Union force developing countries to put all their natural resources up for sale, even the most protected ones, such as virgin forests (e.g. the Indian revolt in Peru against the exploitation of forests). The systematic destruction of public services or the capitalization of public companies in our countries has led to considerable environmental damage: in the summer of 2009, EDF (France’s main utility provider) dramatically increased the rates of small consumers and lowered its prices for bigger consumers, encouraging excessive energy consumption. SNCF (French railways) is shutting down all its unprofitable routes, while the Post office is closing its polling stations in rural areas, condemning them to desertification and forcing residents to drive.    
As a result, the fight for an overhaul of the capitalist system assumes just as much of a social as well as of an environmental character where a few emblematic struggles can be identified: the protection and expansion of public services, challenging free trade, protection of common global goods, etc. 
However, the environmental problem is not only a concern for social issues. It is not enough to leave behind the capitalist system in order to re-establish an environmental balance. All societies have been confronted with the management of ecosystems and many have failed (the Mayas, aborigines …). Productivity, the intrinsic engine of the capitalist system, can also be found in other economic systems (such as in the USSR). Our relationship to nature is addressed in these systems. In Europe, Greek tradition and also the Judeo-Christian influence has led us to think of nature as being apart from humans (unlike in Latin America for example) and it has led us to think of how we can master, dominate, and exploit it. Colonisation was one of the first environmental catastrophes, while the current economic system, the capitalist system born from the industrial revolution is used to gratuitously thinking of nature as just another raw, worthless material that we exploit to meet our needs.  

On the contrary, with their proposal for the declaration: “the rights of Mother Earth” the Bolivian leaders at the Cochabamba summit are very directly questioning European left-wing movements on their relationship to nature. This is a particularly new and subversive question for us to reflect upon.
On a more practical note, the way in which we dismantle the productive motor of our economic system must be addressed, notably by putting a halt to the way in which we constantly seek and run after unbridled economic growth and by asking ourselves “what production, for whom, how, and why?” . Some concrete problems concerning the transition of our productive systems cannot be avoided. There might also be potential conflicts with trade unions since they are still unprepared to face the issues of decline in some economic sectors (the oil industry for instance).  

One last question: how can the left-wing within this framework put forward a new, innovative model of development that would provide a solution to both economic and social issues? 

For a long time the workers´ movement has contented itself with the fight to increase salaries, to improve living conditions for all, for equality; in other words to allow workers to be able to consume more, and therefore to be able to participate in the capitalist motor of demand and growth.  
However, with 6.5 billion people living on earth and maybe 9 billion by 2050, it is no longer feasible to advance the ideal of aligning every country’s salaries on the lifestyle of the richest western countries.  The planet will not be able to survive. 
This is an issue that is being debated in left-wing parties. Some consider that unlimited technical progress will solve the problem of the environmental limits of the planet….. or even that we will be able to colonise other planets to meet our needs, just as science fiction from the 60´s onwards seemed to suggest. For example, we would be able to replace cheap petrol by nuclear or fusion technologies. We could sprinkle our territories with nuclear power plants, replace our diesel engines with electrical ones and never deal with the continuing growth of the productive system. Others think the opposite. Material reality is catching up to us. IT heralded a virtual life removed from material concerns. In reality IT is destructive to the environment because of high energy consumption, varied parts and dangerous waste. The same is being heralded with renewable energies, as if solar panels and windmills weren’t made of material components. On a more global scale the arrival of China and India on international markets already saturated with European and American demand, to meet the needs of their populations, has led to unprecedented geopolitical tensions and deprives other populations of the necessary resources to meet their needs. 

Henceforth, we must think about how to organise a decrease in material consumption to allow the rest of the planet to live in peace and meet their needs. 

There is a problem: the words slow-down and austerity are not always selling points, especially in these times of liberal austerity imposed by our governments. Paul Aires, a French philosopher suggests replacing these explosive words (thought up to shock and make people think) with words under construction, for instance: the right to laziness (P.Lafargue.), conviviality (Y.Illitch), and moderating greed. He invites us to decolonise our imaginary of capitalist desires of accumulation and of morbid and obese desires. 

To do this, it is very important to debate this within the movements of the “radical” left. We need new indicators of wealth to counter the hegemony of the GDP growth indicator. We need to create a new ideal of equality, that everyone aspires to but that is rid of the abuses of accumulation. We also need to massively redistribute wealth (by a new decrease in working hours, a higher minimum wage, and the establishment of a maximum salary). This will not only allow everyone to meet their needs but it will also stop the ostentations spending of the rich that always pushes us to ¨keep up with the Joneses¨.     
As well, we must rethink the idea of our model of development (is there a ”model” that exists today that we should follow when all societies run up against the environmental limits of the planet which makes the equality gap widen further?). We must of course reflect more on the modalities of endogenous development, by guaranteeing peoples´ right to sovereignty. This would be based upon “human rights”- for the first (political), the second (economic and social), third (cultural) and maybe fourth (Cochabamba declaration) generations. 
