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I urgently appeal for a new dialogue about how we are shaping the future of our 
planet. We need a conversation which includes everyone, since the environmental 
challenge we are undergoing, and its human roots, concern and affect us all. The 

worldwide ecological movement has already made considerable progress and led to 
the establishment of numerous organizations committed to raising awareness of these 
challenges. Regrettably, many efforts to seek concrete solutions to the environmen-
tal crisis have proved ineffective, not only because of powerful opposition but also 
because of a more general lack of interest. Obstructionist attitudes, even on the part of 
believers, can range from denial of the problem to indifference, nonchalant resignation, 
or blind confidence in technical solutions. We require a new and universal solidarity. 
As the bishops of Southern Africa have stated: “Everyone’s talents and involvement 
are needed to redress the damage caused by human abuse of God’s creation.” All of us 
can cooperate as instruments of God for the care of creation, each according to his or 
her own culture, experience, involvements, and talents.

The continued acceleration of changes affecting humanity and the planet is coupled 
today with a more intensified pace of life and work, which might be called “rapidifi-
cation.” Although change is part of the working of complex systems, the speed with 
which human activity has developed contrasts with the naturally slow pace of biologi-
cal evolution. Moreover, the goals of this rapid and constant change are not necessarily 
geared to the common good or to integral and sustainable human development. Change 
is something desirable, yet it becomes a source of anxiety when it causes harm to the 

world and to the quality of life of much of humanity.
Following a period of irrational confidence in 

progress and human abilities, some sectors of society 
are now adopting a more critical approach. We see 
increasing sensitivity to the environment and the need 
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to protect nature, along with a growing concern, both genuine and distressing, for what 
is happening to our planet. Let us review, however cursorily, those questions which are 
troubling us today and which we can no longer sweep under the carpet. Our goal is not 
to amass information or to satisfy curiosity, but rather to become painfully aware, to 
dare to turn what is happening to the world into our own personal suffering and thus 
to discover what each of us can do about it.

Throwaway Culture
Some forms of pollution are part of people’s daily experience. Exposure to atmo-
spheric pollutants produces a broad spectrum of health hazards, especially for the 
poor, and causes millions of premature deaths. People take sick, for example, from 
breathing high levels of smoke from fuels used in cooking or heating. There is also 
pollution that affects everyone, caused by transport, industrial fumes, substances 
which contribute to the acidification of soil and water, fertilizers, insecticides, fun-
gicides, herbicides, and agrotoxins in general. Technology, which, linked to business 
interests, is presented as the only way of solving these problems, in fact proves inca-
pable of seeing the mysterious network of relations between things and so sometimes 
solves one problem only to create others.

Account must also be taken of the pollution produced by residue, including dan-
gerous waste present in different areas. Each year hundreds of millions of tons of waste 
are generated, much of it non-biodegradable, highly toxic, and radioactive, from homes 
and businesses, from construction and demolition sites, from clinical, electronic, and 
industrial sources. The earth, our home, is beginning to look more and more like an 
immense pile of filth. In many parts of the planet, the elderly lament that once beauti-
ful landscapes are now covered with rubbish. Industrial waste and chemical products 
utilized in cities and agricultural areas can lead to bioaccumulation in the organisms of 
the local population, even when levels of toxins in those places are low. Frequently, no 
measures are taken until after people’s health has been irreversibly affected. 

These problems are closely linked to a throwaway culture which affects the excluded 
just as it quickly reduces things to rubbish. To cite one example, most of the paper we 
produce is thrown away and not recycled. It is hard for us to accept that the way natural 
ecosystems work is exemplary: plants synthesize nutrients which feed herbivores; these 
in turn become food for carnivores, which produce significant quantities of organic waste 
which give rise to new generations of plants. But our industrial system, at the end of its 
cycle of production and consumption, has not developed the capacity to absorb and reuse 
waste and by-products. We have not yet managed to adopt a circular model of produc-
tion capable of preserving resources for present and future generations, while limiting 
as much as possible the use of non-renewable resources, moderating their consumption, 
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maximizing their efficient use, reusing and recycling them. A serious consideration of 
this issue would be one way of counteracting the throwaway culture which affects the 
entire planet, but it must be said that only limited progress has been made in this regard.

Climate Change, a Global Problem
The climate is a common good, belonging to all and meant for all. At the global level, it is 
a complex system linked to many of the essential conditions for human life. A very solid 
scientific consensus indicates that we are presently witnessing a disturbing warming of 
the climatic system. In recent decades this warming has been accompanied by a constant 
rise in the sea level and, it would appear, by an increase of extreme weather events, even 
if a scientifically determinable cause cannot be assigned to each particular phenomenon. 
Humanity is called to recognize the need for changes of lifestyle, production, and con-
sumption, in order to combat this warming or at least the human causes which produce 
or aggravate it. It is true that there are other factors (such as volcanic activity, variations 
in the earth’s orbit and axis, the solar cycle), yet a number of scientific studies indicate 
that most global warming in recent decades is due to the great concentration of green-
house gases (carbon dioxide, methane, nitrogen oxides, and others) released mainly as 
a result of human activity. As these gases build up in the atmosphere, they hamper the 
escape of heat produced by sunlight at the earth’s surface. The problem is aggravated by 
a model of development based on the intensive use of fossil fuels, which is at the heart 
of the worldwide energy system. Another determining factor has been an increase in 
changed uses of the soil, principally deforestation for agricultural purposes.

Warming has effects on the carbon cycle. It creates a vicious circle which aggravates 
the situation even more, affecting the availability of essential resources like drinking 
water, energy and agricultural production in warmer regions, and leading to the extinc-
tion of part of the planet’s biodiversity. The melting in the polar ice caps and in high 
altitude plains can lead to the dangerous release of methane gas, while the decomposition 
of frozen organic material can further increase the emission of carbon dioxide. Things are 
made worse by the loss of tropical forests which would otherwise help to mitigate climate 
change. Carbon dioxide pollution increases the acidification of the oceans and compro-
mises the marine food chain. If present trends continue, this century may well witness 
extraordinary climate change and an unprecedented destruction of ecosystems, with seri-
ous consequences for all of us. A rise in the sea level, for example, can create extremely 
serious situations, if we consider that a quarter of the world’s population lives on the coast 
or nearby, and that the majority of our megacities are situated in coastal areas.

Climate change is a global problem with grave implications: environmental, social, 
economic, political, and for the distribution of goods. It represents one of the principal 
challenges facing humanity in our day. Its worst impact will probably be felt by developing 



44 C A I R O  R E V I E W  2 2 / 2 0 1 6

P O P E  F R A N C I S

countries in coming decades. Many of the poor live in areas particularly affected by phe-
nomena related to warming, and their means of subsistence are largely dependent on 
natural reserves and ecosystemic services such as agriculture, fishing, and forestry. They 
have no other financial activities or resources which can enable them to adapt to climate 
change or to face natural disasters, and their access to social services and protection is very 
limited. For example, changes in climate, to which animals and plants cannot adapt, lead 
them to migrate; this in turn affects the livelihood of the poor, who are then forced to 
leave their homes, with great uncertainty for their future and that of their children. There 
has been a tragic rise in the number of migrants seeking to flee from the growing poverty 
caused by environmental degradation. They are not recognized by international conven-
tions as refugees; they bear the loss of the lives they have left behind, without enjoying 
any legal protection whatsoever. Sadly, there is widespread indifference to such suffering, 
which is even now taking place throughout our world. Our lack of response to these 
tragedies involving our brothers and sisters points to the loss of that sense of responsibil-
ity for our fellow men and women upon which all civil society is founded.

Many of those who possess more resources and economic or political power seem 
mostly to be concerned with masking the problems or concealing their symptoms, 
simply making efforts to reduce some of the negative impacts of climate change. How-
ever, many of these symptoms indicate that such effects will continue to worsen if we 
continue with current models of production and consumption. There is an urgent 
need to develop policies so that, in the next few years, the emission of carbon dioxide 
and other highly polluting gases can be drastically reduced, for example, substituting 
for fossil fuels and developing sources of renewable energy. Worldwide there is mini-
mal access to clean and renewable energy. There is still a need to develop adequate 
storage technologies. Some countries have made considerable progress, although it 
is far from constituting a significant proportion. Investments have also been made in 
means of production and transportation which consume less energy and require fewer 
raw materials, as well as in methods of construction and renovating buildings which 
improve their energy efficiency. But these good practices are still far from widespread.

Safe Drinking Water, a Universal Human Right
Other indicators of the present situation have to do with the depletion of natural 
resources. We all know that it is not possible to sustain the present level of consumption 
in developed countries and wealthier sectors of society, where the habit of wasting and 
discarding has reached unprecedented levels. The exploitation of the planet has already 
exceeded acceptable limits, and we still have not solved the problem of poverty.

Fresh drinking water is an issue of primary importance, since it is indispensable for 
human life and for supporting terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems. Sources of fresh water 
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are necessary for healthcare, agriculture, and industry. Water supplies used to be rela-
tively constant, but now in many places demand exceeds the sustainable supply, with 
dramatic consequences in the short and long term. Large cities dependent on significant 
supplies of water have experienced periods of shortage, and at critical moments these 
have not always been administered with sufficient oversight and impartiality. Water 
poverty especially affects Africa where large sectors of the population have no access 
to safe drinking water or experience droughts which impede agricultural production. 
Some countries have areas rich in water while others endure drastic scarcity.

One particularly serious problem is the quality of water available to the poor. Every 
day, unsafe water results in many deaths and the spread of water-related diseases, includ-
ing those caused by microorganisms and chemical substances. Dysentery and cholera, 
linked to inadequate hygiene and water supplies, are a significant cause of suffering and 
of infant mortality. Underground water sources in many places are threatened by the 
pollution produced in certain mining, farming, and industrial activities, especially in 
countries lacking adequate regulation or controls. It is not only a question of industrial 
waste. Detergents and chemical products, commonly used in many places of the world, 
continue to pour into our rivers, lakes, and seas.

Even as the quality of available water is constantly diminishing, in some places there 
is a growing tendency, despite its scarcity, to privatize this resource, turning it into a 
commodity subject to the laws of the market. Yet access to safe drinkable water is a 
basic and universal human right, since it is essential to human survival and, as such, is 
a condition for the exercise of other human rights. Our world has a grave social debt 
towards the poor who lack access to drinking water, because they are denied the right 
to a life consistent with their inalienable dignity. This debt can be paid partly by an 
increase in funding to provide clean water and sanitary services among the poor. But 
water continues to be wasted, not only in the developed world but also in developing 
countries which possess it in abundance. This shows that the problem of water is partly 
an educational and cultural issue, since there is little awareness of the seriousness of such 
behavior within a context of great inequality.

Greater scarcity of water will lead to an increase in the cost of food and the various 
products which depend on its use. Some studies warn that an acute water shortage may 
occur within a few decades unless urgent action is taken. The environmental repercus-
sions could affect billions of people; it is also conceivable that the control of water by 
large multinational businesses may become a major source of conflict in this century.

The earth’s resources are also being plundered because of short-sighted approaches 
to the economy, commerce, and production. The loss of forests and woodlands 
entails the loss of species which may constitute extremely important resources in the 
future, not only for food but also for curing disease and other uses. Different species 
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contain genes which could be key resources in years ahead for meeting human needs 
and regulating environmental problems.

It is not enough, however, to think of different species merely as potential 
“resources” to be exploited, while overlooking the fact that they have value in them-
selves. Each year sees the disappearance of thousands of plant and animal species 
which we will never know, which our children will never see, because they have been 
lost forever. The great majority become extinct for reasons related to human activity. 
Because of us, thousands of species will no longer give glory to God by their very 
existence, nor convey their message to us. We have no such right.

Caring for ecosystems demands far-sightedness, since no one looking for quick 
and easy profit is truly interested in their preservation. But the cost of the damage 
caused by such selfish lack of concern is much greater than the economic benefits 
to be obtained. Where certain species are destroyed or seriously harmed, the values 
involved are incalculable. We can be silent witnesses to terrible injustices if we think 
that we can obtain significant benefits by making the rest of humanity, present and 
future, pay the extremely high costs of environmental deterioration.

Decline in the Quality of Human Life
Human beings too are creatures of this world, enjoying a right to life and happi-
ness, and endowed with unique dignity. So we cannot fail to consider the effects on 
people’s lives of environmental deterioration, current models of development, and 
the throwaway culture.

Nowadays, for example, we are conscious of the disproportionate and unruly 
growth of many cities, which have become unhealthy to live in, not only because of 
pollution caused by toxic emissions but also as a result of urban chaos, poor trans-
portation, and visual pollution and noise. Many cities are huge, inefficient structures, 
excessively wasteful of energy and water. Neighborhoods, even those recently built, 
are congested, chaotic, and lacking in sufficient green space. We were not meant to 
be inundated by cement, asphalt, glass, and metal, and deprived of physical contact 
with nature.

The social dimensions of global change include the effects of technological innova-
tions on employment, social exclusion, an inequitable distribution and consumption 
of energy and other services, social breakdown, increased violence, and a rise in new 
forms of social aggression, drug trafficking, growing drug use by young people, and 
the loss of identity. These are signs that the growth of the past two centuries has not 
always led to an integral development and an improvement in the quality of life. 
Some of these signs are also symptomatic of real social decline, the silent rupture of 
the bonds of integration and social cohesion.
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Furthermore, when media and the digital world become omnipresent, their influ-
ence can stop people from learning how to live wisely, to think deeply, and to love 
generously. In this context, the great sages of the past run the risk of going unheard 
amid the noise and distractions of an information overload. Efforts need to be made 
to help these media become sources of new cultural progress for humanity and not a 
threat to our deepest riches. True wisdom, as the fruit of self-examination, dialogue, 
and generous encounter between persons, is not acquired by a mere accumulation 
of data which eventually leads to overload and confusion, a sort of mental pollu-
tion. Real relationships with others, with all the challenges they entail, now tend 
to be replaced by a type of Internet communication which enables us to choose or 
eliminate relationships at whim, thus giving rise to a new type of contrived emotion 
which has more to do with devices and displays than with other people and with 
nature. Today’s media do enable us to communicate and to share our knowledge and 
affections. Yet at times they also shield us from direct contact with the pain, the fears, 
and the joys of others, and the complexity of their personal experiences. For this 
reason, we should be concerned that, alongside the exciting possibilities offered by 
these media, a deep and melancholic dissatisfaction with interpersonal relations, or a 
harmful sense of isolation, can also arise.
 
Global Inequality
The human environment and the natural environment deteriorate together; we cannot 
adequately combat environmental degradation unless we attend to causes related to 
human and social degradation. In fact, the deterioration of the environment and of 
society affects the most vulnerable people on the planet: “Both everyday experience 
and scientific research show that the gravest effects of all attacks on the environment 
are suffered by the poorest.”1 For example, the depletion of fishing reserves especially 
hurts small fishing communities without the means to replace those resources; water 
pollution particularly affects the poor who cannot buy bottled water; and rises in 
the sea level mainly affect impoverished coastal populations who have nowhere else 
to go. The impact of present imbalances is also seen in the premature death of many 
of the poor, in conflicts sparked by the shortage of resources, and in any number of 
other problems which are insufficiently represented on global agendas.

It needs to be said that, generally speaking, there is little in the way of clear aware-
ness of problems which especially affect the excluded. Yet they are the majority of the 
planet’s population, billions of people. These days, they are mentioned in international 
political and economic discussions, but one often has the impression that their problems 
are brought up as an afterthought, a question which gets added almost out of duty or in 
a tangential way, if not treated merely as collateral damage. Indeed, when all is said and 
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done, they frequently remain at the bottom of the pile. This is due partly to the fact that 
many professionals, opinion makers, communications media, and centers of power, being 
located in affluent urban areas, are far removed from the poor, with little direct contact 
with their problems. They live and reason from the comfortable position of a high level 
of development and a quality of life well beyond the reach of the majority of the world’s 
population. This lack of physical contact and encounter, encouraged at times by the dis-
integration of our cities, can lead to a numbing of conscience and to tendentious analyses 
which neglect parts of reality. At times this attitude exists side by side with a “green” rhet-
oric. Today, however, we have to realize that a true ecological approach always becomes 
a social approach; it must integrate questions of justice in debates on the environment, so 
as to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor.

Instead of resolving the problems of the poor and thinking of how the world can 
be different, some can only propose a reduction in the birth rate. At times, develop-
ing countries face forms of international pressure which make economic assistance 
contingent on certain policies of “reproductive health.” Yet “while it is true that an 
unequal distribution of the population and of available resources creates obstacles 
to development and a sustainable use of the environment, it must nonetheless be 
recognized that demographic growth is fully compatible with an integral and shared 
development.”2 To blame population growth instead of extreme and selective con-
sumerism on the part of some, is one way of refusing to face the issues. It is an 
attempt to legitimize the present model of distribution, where a minority believes 
that it has the right to consume in a way which can never be universalized, since the 
planet could not even contain the waste products of such consumption. Besides, we 
know that approximately a third of all food produced is discarded, and “whenever 
food is thrown out it is as if it were stolen from the table of the poor.”3 Still, attention 
needs to be paid to imbalances in population density, on both national and global 
levels, since a rise in consumption would lead to complex regional situations, as a 
result of the interplay between problems linked to environmental pollution, trans-
port, waste treatment, loss of resources, and quality of life.

Inequity affects not only individuals but entire countries; it compels us to con-
sider an ethics of international relations. A true “ecological debt” exists, particularly 
between the global north and south, connected to commercial imbalances with effects 
on the environment, and the disproportionate use of natural resources by certain coun-
tries over long periods of time. The export of raw materials to satisfy markets in the 
industrialized north has caused harm locally, as for example in mercury pollution in 
gold mining or sulphur dioxide pollution in copper mining. There is a pressing need 
to calculate the use of environmental space throughout the world for depositing gas 
residues which have been accumulating for two centuries and have created a situation 
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which currently affects all the countries of the world. The warming caused by huge 
consumption on the part of some rich countries has repercussions on the poorest areas 
of the world, especially Africa, where a rise in temperature, together with drought, 
has proved devastating for farming. There is also the damage caused by the export of 
solid waste and toxic liquids to developing countries, and by the pollution produced 
by companies which operate in less developed countries in ways they could never do 
at home, in the countries in which they raise their capital: “We note that often the busi-
nesses which operate this way are multinationals. They do here what they would never 
do in developed countries or the so-called first world. Generally, after ceasing their 
activity and withdrawing, they leave behind great human and environmental liabilities 
such as unemployment, abandoned towns, the depletion of natural reserves, deforesta-
tion, the impoverishment of agriculture and local stock breeding, open pits, riven hills, 
polluted rivers, and a handful of social works which are no longer sustainable.”4

The foreign debt of poor countries has become a way of controlling them, yet 
this is not the case where ecological debt is concerned. In different ways, developing 
countries, where the most important reserves of the biosphere are found, continue to 
fuel the development of richer countries at the cost of their own present and future. 
The land of the southern poor is rich and mostly unpolluted, yet access to own-
ership of goods and resources for meeting vital needs is inhibited by a system of 
commercial relations and ownership which is structurally perverse. The developed 
countries ought to help pay this debt by significantly limiting their consumption of 
non-renewable energy and by assisting poorer countries to support policies and pro-
grams of sustainable development. The poorest areas and countries are less capable 
of adopting new models for reducing environmental impact because they lack the 
wherewithal to develop the necessary processes and to cover their costs. We must 
continue to be aware that, regarding climate change, there are differentiated respon-
sibilities. As the United States bishops have said, greater attention must be given to 
“the needs of the poor, the weak, and the vulnerable, in a debate often dominated 
by more powerful interests.”5 We need to strengthen the conviction that we are one 
single human family. There are no frontiers or barriers, political or social, behind 
which we can hide, still less is there room for the globalization of indifference.

Weak Responses
These situations have caused sister earth, along with all the abandoned of our world, to 
cry out, pleading that we take another course. Never have we so hurt and mistreated 
our common home as we have in the last two hundred years. Yet we are called to be 
instruments of God our Father, so that our planet might be what He desired when He 
created it and correspond with His plan for peace, beauty, and fullness. The problem is 
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that we still lack the culture needed to confront this crisis. We lack leadership capable 
of striking out on new paths and meeting the needs of the present with concern for 
all and without prejudice towards coming generations. The establishment of a legal 
framework which can set clear boundaries and ensure the protection of ecosystems 
has become indispensable; otherwise, the new power structures based on the techno-
economic paradigm may overwhelm not only our politics but also freedom and justice.

It is remarkable how weak international political responses have been. The failure 
of global summits on the environment make it plain that our politics are subject to 
technology and finance. There are too many special interests, and economic inter-
ests easily end up trumping the common good and manipulating information so 
that their own plans will not be affected. The Aparecida Document urges that “the 
interests of economic groups which irrationally demolish sources of life should not 
prevail in dealing with natural resources.”6 The alliance between the economy and 
technology ends up sidelining anything unrelated to its immediate interests. Conse-
quently the most one can expect is superficial rhetoric, sporadic acts of philanthropy, 
and perfunctory expressions of concern for the environment, whereas any genuine 
attempt by groups within society to introduce change is viewed as a nuisance based 
on romantic illusions or an obstacle to be circumvented.

Some countries are gradually making significant progress, developing more effec-
tive controls and working to combat corruption. People may well have a growing 
ecological sensitivity but it has not succeeded in changing their harmful habits of con-
sumption which, rather than decreasing, appear to be growing all the more. A simple 
example is the increasing use and power of air-conditioning. The markets, which 
immediately benefit from sales, stimulate ever greater demand. An outsider looking at 
our world would be amazed at such behavior, which at times appears self-destructive.

In the meantime, economic powers continue to justify the current global system 
where priority tends to be given to speculation and the pursuit of financial gain, 
which fail to take the context into account, let alone the effects on human dignity and 
the natural environment. Here we see how environmental deterioration and human 
and ethical degradation are closely linked. Many people will deny doing anything 
wrong because distractions constantly dull our consciousness of just how limited 
and finite our world really is. As a result, “whatever is fragile, like the environment, 
is defenseless before the interests of a deified market, which become the only rule.”7

It is foreseeable that, once certain resources have been depleted, the scene will be 
set for new wars, albeit under the guise of noble claims. War always does grave harm to 
the environment and to the cultural riches of peoples, risks which are magnified when 
one considers nuclear arms and biological weapons. “Despite the international agree-
ments which prohibit chemical, bacteriological, and biological warfare, the fact is that 
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laboratory research continues to develop new offensive weapons capable of altering the 
balance of nature.”8 Politics must pay greater attention to foreseeing new conflicts and 
addressing the causes which can lead to them. But powerful financial interests prove 
most resistant to this effort, and political planning tends to lack breadth of vision. 
What would induce anyone, at this stage, to hold on to power only to be remembered 
for their inability to take action when it was urgent and necessary to do so?

In some countries, there are positive examples of environmental improvement: 
rivers, polluted for decades, have been cleaned up; native woodlands have been 
restored; landscapes have been beautified thanks to environmental renewal projects; 
beautiful buildings have been erected; advances have been made in the production 
of non-polluting energy and in the improvement of public transportation. These 
achievements do not solve global problems, but they do show that men and women 
are still capable of intervening positively. For all our limitations, gestures of generos-
ity, solidarity, and care cannot but well up within us, since we were made for love.

We must regain the conviction that we need one another, that we have a shared 
responsibility for others and the world, and that being good and decent are worth it. 
We have had enough of immorality and the mockery of ethics, goodness, faith, and 
honesty. It is time to acknowledge that light-hearted superficiality has done us no 
good. When the foundations of social life are corroded, what ensues are battles over 
conflicting interests, new forms of violence and brutality, and obstacles to the growth 
of a genuine culture of care for the environment.
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