
L. H. Gann on 
A Fable About Money 

Once upon a time there was an easy-going and 
luxury-loving king who inhabited a beautiful and 
fertile island. The king’s people were loyal and law- 
abiding, and they dwelt together in perfect amity. 

But the king spent a great deal of money, and as 
his expenses rose, as his mistresses, horses, and 
hounds consumed the royal substance, the treasury 
was emptied. 

Now the king had a most remarkable chancellor. 
“Your Majesty,” said the chancellor, “you are ruling 
the people with much wisdom, but you have one 
fault. You are too parsimonious.” “How is this?” 
asked the king in surprise. “You should spend 
more, not less,” said the chancellor. “By doing so, 
you will create more employment, and all those that 
dwell in misery shall bless you.” 

The king gladly took the chancellor’s advice and 
spent even more. Soon the treasurer had to report 
that only a few bars of gold were left. “Excellent,” 
said the chancellor. “Mint new coins in which one- 
fourth of gold is mixed with three-fourths of cop- 
per.” “Will not the people abominate me for doing 
this?” asked the king. “By no means,” replied the 
chancellor. “They will admire your wisdom, for you 
shall explain to them that you are expanding the 
national purchasing power.” Thus it was done. 
Prices began to rise and the court poets praised the 
king’s sagacity. 

The poor, however, began to murmur, and ’there 
was talk of sedition. Thus the chancellor spoke to 
the king. “Your subjects do not merit Your Majes- 
ty’s mercy. They indulge themselves with gross 
sensual pleasures and live only for their lust. You 
should pass an ordinance that forbids the people to 
live in luxury not attuned to their proper station in 
life. The bishops and the philosophers shall all 
praise you, for you are the wisest of monarchs.” 

The king took the chancellor’s advice. Heralds 
rode through the island and read a royal proclama- 
tion that strictly limited popular expenditure. “You 
will see,” said the chancellor, “the people will soon 
like it too. Your laws will help to save the people’s 
souls by protecting them against luxury. Your ordi- 
nances will also close our international trade defi- 
cit.” 

Prices, however, continued to go up as the new 
coins flooded the land and as the old-fashioned 
gold ducats were hoarded in the stockings of the 
peasantry. The people tried to deceive the tax gath- 
erers, but the chancellor found a new way of insur- 
ing accurate income tax declarations. He ordered 
the sergeant-at-arms to pull the teeth of rich mer- 
chants so that they might reveal the whereabouts of 
their treasure. 

Soon terror seized the land. The merchants and 
craftsmen were afraid to appear rich, and many now 
did only a minimum of work. The chancellor was 

called again to advise the king, and his counsel was 
remarkable in its originality. 

“Your Majesty, you are accumulating much trea- 
sure because the people at last have learnt how to 
pay their taxes. There is one difficulty, however. You 
are accumulating a budgetary surplus. This will help 
to disrupt world commerce. Your Majesty should 
now increase trade by giving subsidies to foreign 
princes, so that their subjects may buy our goods. In 
this way the merchants shall prosper, peace will be 
preserved, and the people shall be made happier.” 
“Who then are my best friends abroad?” asked the 
king, “for I shall reward them for their loyalty.” “By 
no means,” replied the chancellor. “Give your mon- 
ey to your enemies. Your friends love you already. If 
your enemies will like you too, the whole globe shall 
be well disposed toward Your Majesty.” 

Thus it was done. The king’s enemies received 
magnificent presents. But the king’s friends became 
discouraged, and old alliances broke. Prices contin- 
ued to go up, and even the execution of merchants 
found guilty of monopolizing goods would not avail. 
The chancellor, however, ,was undismayed. “You 
are on the path toward social justice. Continue upon 
your way. You should also send gifts to loafers, 
bandits, and such like, for they only sin from neces- 
sity, and besides, their clubs and longbows might 
come in handy.one day.” 

The story, however, had an unforeseen ending. 
The king died of apoplexy in the arms of a mistress. 
The king’s eldest son succeeded to the throne. The 
chancellor was decapitated, and his head was 
displayed on a pike outside the Royal Chancellery 
gate. The debased coinage was called in and the 
king insisted on Spartan living at his court. The 
merchants and craftsmen once more attended to 
their business, but the court poets hung their heads 
and sighed for the olden days. 

L. H. Gann is a Senior Fellow at the Hoover Institu- 
tion. 

EXCURSUS 
Erik Eckholm on 
Why the Disappearing of Animal Species Is 

Bad for People 

To most people talk of “endangered species’’ 
evokes images of tigers under siege in Asia and 
cheetahs losing ground in Africa, of whales hunted 
to scarcity in the Antarctic and whooping cranes 
clinging to life in North America. For those who 
follow 6uch matters it may also bring to mind recent 
positive preservation developments:’ whaling quo- 
tas, restrictions on trade in rare-animal pelts, DDT 
bans, and international save-the-tiger campaigns, 
among others. Even as such salvaging operations 
finally get under way, however, many leading blolo- 
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gists have begun sounding the alarm about an 
unsolved, unsung species problem of vaster propor- 
tions and wider implications. 

At risk, the scientists say, are not just hundreds of 
familiar and appealing birds and mammals. Exami- 
nation of the survival prospects of all forms of plant 
and animal life-including obscure ferns, shrubs, 
insects, and mollusks, as well as elephants and 
wolves-indicates that huge numbers of them have 
little future. Not hundreds, but hundreds of thou- 
sands, of unique, irreplaceable life forms may van- 
ish by the century’s end. 

Should this biological massacre take place, evolu- 
tion will no doubt continue, but in a grossly 
distorted manner. Such a multitude of species 
losses would constitute a basic and irreversible 
alteration in the nature of the biosphere even before 
we understand its workings-an evolutionary Rubi- 
con whose crossing Homo sapiens would do well to 

. .  avoid. 

The International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) estimates 
that an average of one animal species or subspecies 
is lost each year. Although these endangered ani- 
mals receive the greatest public attention, plant 
extinctions are often more significant ecologically. A 
disappearing plant can take with it ten to thirty 
dependent species such as insects, higher animals, 
and even other plants. Estimates of past and 
current rates of plant extinctions are not available, 
but the IUCN’s Threatened Plants Committee finds 
about 10 per cent (twenty to thirty thousand) of the 
world’s flowering plants to be “dangerously rare or 
under threat.” 

These estimates of species at risk greatly under- 
state the true problem, for they deal only with 
known life forms. All evidence indicates that sizable, 
if unknown, numbers of unnamed species are disap- 
pearing in scientifically uncharted areas in the 
.tropics. In his forthcoming book, The Sinking Ark, 
wildlife specialist Norman Myers concludes that, 
right now, probably at least one species is disap- 
pearing each day in tropical forests alone-and that 
in a few more years there may well be a species lost 
each hour. 

Biologist Thomas Lovejoy of the World Wildlife 
Fund, extrapolating current trends in population, 
land use, and the pollution of air and water, finds 
plausible a reduction in global diversity of at least a 
sixth by the year 2000, which would mean the oblit- 
eration of 500,000 species, based on the lowest 
estimates of total species numbers. If this projection 
is even remotely close to correct, then no one can 
accuse the many alarmed scientists of crying wolf. 
The fabric of life will not just suffer a minor rip; 
sections of it will be torn to shreds. 

Humans destroy fellow species in numerous 
ways, including excessive hunting and collection 

and the release of toxic chemicals into the air and 
water. Over the next few decades, however, by far 
the biggest single cause of extinctions will be the 
destruction of habitats. As both populations and 
economies grow and human settlements sprawl, 
undisturbed natural areas shrink. Essential wildlife 
breeding zones, migration routes, and browsing and 
hunting domains are paved, inundated with water, 
grazed, or plowed. Forest lands are denuded by 
farmers, timber companies, and firewood gatherers 
and then are given over to cattle, crops, or nonna- 
tive tree species. 

The problem of habitat destruction exists on 
every continent,. but it is particularly serious in the 
humid tropics, which is where the major species 
losses are predicted. Suffused with exceptional 
amounts of light, warmth, and moisture, the tropical 
rain forests house a remarkable variety of ecosys- 
tems and species. The Amazon Basin-still terra 
incognita to scientists-may contain a million plant 
and animal species, making it the biologically 
richest region on earth, with Southeast Asia not far 
behind. 

But the blunt truth is that huge, perhaps inexora- 
ble, pressures to exploit the remaining virgin territo- 
ries of the tropics are building. Many tropical forests 
lie within countries that, though biologically affluent, 
are economically poor. Their governments are not 
inclined to value abstract, long-term ecological 
goals above Immediate economic galns. Unequal 
land tenure and rapid population growth cause 
additional encroachments into the forests even in 
more prosperous tropical countries. Affluent people 
in faraway lands, who demand wood and agricultur- 
al products, add to the pressures on tropical 
ecosystems, and international corporations are well 
equipped for the extraction and International trans- 
fer of tropical goods. 

Because of this combination of powerful social 
forces contributing to the settlement or disruption 
of hitherto unexploited troplcal lands, many scien- 
tists fear that little untouched rain forest will be left 
by the year 2000. Certainly not all the forest lands 
will be inhabited or treeless-and some remote 
regions may remain pristine. But, once disturbed, 
the original balance of rain forest species in a given 
area may be forever lost. Large tropical areas must 
be set aside as biological reserves if massive extinc- 
tions are to be avo 

Do the projectd specie6 locws matter? For a 
wide range of reasons a decline in the diversity of 
life forms should be of concern to everyone. The 
biological impoverishment of the earth will certainly 
contribute to the economic, not to mention the 
aesthetic, impoverishment of humans. 

Probably the most immediate threat posed by the 
loss of biological diversity arises from the shrinkage 
of the plant gene pools available to’agricultural and 



forestry breeders. While crop genetic diversity can 
be largely preserved through seed collection and 
storage, wild relatives of crops may have properties 
of enormous potential value and are less apt than 
domestic strains to be collected. Moreover, seed 
banks can never fully substitute for living, evolving 
ecosystems. 

In an age of plastics and moon shots few people 
appreciate the extent to which ‘ humans remain 
dependent on natural products. Wild plants and 
animals provide the basis for life of many traditional 
peoples in Africa, Asia, and Latin America-reason 
enough for their preservation. But in even the most 
technologically advanced societies, products de- 
rived from plants and animals serve a variety of 
crucial industrial, medical, and other purposes. 

Perhaps the greatest social costs of species 
destruction will stem from future opportunities un- 
knowingly lost. Forty per cent of the modern phar- 
macopoeia has originated in nature, yet only a small 
fraction of the earth’s plant species have been 
screened for medically useful ingredients. Nearly all 
the food humans eat comes from only about twenty 
crops, but thousands of plants are edible and some 
will undoubtedly prove useful in meeting human 
food needs. It is a statistical certainty that socially 
significant uses will be discovered for many tropical 
plants as more are studied. 

No one can say confidently that products of 
comparable significance to rubber (which, following 
its discovery in South America, became one of the 
world’s most important commodities) or quinine 
(derived from cinchona bark and for three hundred 
years, up to World War I, the only effective remedy 
for malaria) remain to be discovered. But no one 
can confidently say they don’t, either. 

Beyond particular economic or scientific losses 
caused by species destruction lies a more basic 
threat: the disruption of ecosystems on which 
human well-being depends. No matter how sophisti- 
cated modern technologies may seem, human liveli- 
hoods are ultimately grounded In biological pro- 
cesses, enmeshed in ecological webs so intricate 
that the consequences of destablization cannot 
often be foreseen. Crushed by the march of civiliza- 
tion, one species can take many others with it, and 
the ecological repercussions and rearrangements 
that follow may well endanger people. One common 
result of ecosystem degradation, for example, is an 
increase in the prevalence of small, hardy, fast- 
reproducing plants and animals of the sorts usually 
considered pests. The consequences of an adverse 
change in an ecosystem, such as the overrunning of 
crops by pests or the sudden spread of a disease, 
may easily be perceived as matters of chance when 
in fact they are the direct result of human actions. 
No one could claim that all existing species are 

ecologically essential to the viability of human 
culture. But scientists cannot yet say where the crit- 
ical thresholds lie, at what level of species extermi- 
nation the web of life will be seriously disrupted. 
Identifying and protecting those species whose eco- 

logical functions are 
society are crucial tasks facing both scientists and 
governments. In the meantime, prudence dictates 
giving existing organisms as much benefit of the 
doubt as possible. 

In the long run, philosophical considerations 
may prove as potent as economic considerations as 
a force for species preservation. Australian geneti- 
cist Otto Frankel has urged the worldwide adoption 
of an “evolutionary ethic”-a determination to “try 
to keep evolutionary options open so far as we can” 
without forcing “undue deprivations on those least 
able to bear them.” The alternative to living by such 
a creed is destroying many of those habitats and 
species that do not seem immediately useful: hu- 
mans would appoint themselves ultimate arbiter of 
evolution and determine its future course on the 
basis of short-term considerations and a great deal 
of ignorance. . 

The descent from the airy summit of evolutionary 
ethics to the everyday human landscape of the 
tropical world is, however, a jarring one. Sad but 
true, to be rich in birds, insects, trees, and fungi is 
not necessarily to be rich in food and consumer 
goods. Far from it: Many of the countries in which 
the great species wipe-out will soon unfold are 
burgeoning with the destitute. 

When nations are poor, the temptation to choose 
short-term material benefits regardless of future 
ecological costs often proves irresistible. Local 
entrepreneurs or multinational companies who offer 
to turn standing forests into saleable timber and 
unoccupied lands into beef-produclng pastures are 
seldom turned down by governments eager to 
acquire foreign exchange. Likewise, besieged by 
restless legions of the jobless and the landless, 
governments are naturally inclined to transform 
remaining pristine areas into agricultural settle- 
ments-and, in fact, often lack the ability to prevent 
such transformations even when they want to. 

Despite the countervailing pressures, a few tropi- 
cal countries-including Colombia, Costa Rica, 
Peru, Thailand, and Venezuela-have already esta- 
blished sizeable, i f  not yet adequate, natural re- 
serves. Leaders in wildlife-rich Kenya and Tanzania 
have also initiated far-sighted conservation policies: 
Kenya has gone so far as to ban all sales of animal- 
derived souvenirs. Encouraged and assisted by 
private international conservation organizations 
and UN. agencies, other Third World countries 
have taken first steps toward the preservation of 
their biological heritages by designating limited 
areas for protection. 

Yet even in countries with excellent conservation 
laws and ample nature reserves-let alone in coun- 
tries where political leaders lack enough apprecia- 
tion of biological diversity to act on its behalf-the 
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permanent protection of large natural areas will be 
feasible only i f  the deeper socioeconomic forces 
that imperil them are dispelled. Whatever the proc- 
lamations from national capitals, and whatever the 
economic progress registered in aggregate GNP 
accounts, as long as large numbers are denied the 
means to make a decent living the nature reserves 
will be in jeopardy. 

Beyond hand wringing about the population 
explosion, many conservationists, distraught over 
Third World species losses, have paid little attention 
to the socioeconomic structures and human plights 
underlying current nature destruction. Some tend to 
perceive wildlife prospects largely in terms of the 
degree to which governments legislate proper con- 
servation laws. While such legal measures are obvi- 
ously essential, an accurate long-range perspective 
must also incorporate analysis of the economic poli- 
cies affecting human prospects. 

Accustomed to perceiving species-protection 
battles in North America and Europe as battles 
against mindless development, many may find i t  
hard to devote attention and energy to the Third 
World battle for rapid economic development- 
albeit development of an ecologicaliy sustainable, 
socially sensitive sort. However, the ultimate fates of 
thousands of plant and animal species will turn, not 
only on what happens in the comparatively tidy 
worlds of scientific research and presidential de- 
crees, but also on what happens in the confused, 
conflict-ridden arenas of social and economic 
change. 

Unless national and international economic sys- 
tems provide many more people with land or jobs, 
the dispossessed will naturally covet and molest 
“legally protected” lands, trees, and animals. Simi- 
larly, if rapid population growth in tropical countries 
is not soon slowed,- human pressures to exploit 
virgin territories will overwhelm even the most stal- 
wart conservation efforts. Success in bringing down 
birth rates, however, is also at least partly depen- 
dent on more general social progress. Immediate 
human survival needs will always take precedence 
over long-term environmental goals. Clearly, the 
struggle to save species and unique ecosystems 
cannot be divorced from the broader struggle to 
achieve a social order in which the basic needs of all 
are met. 

“In wilderness is the preservation of the world,” 
sermonized Henry David Thoreau in 1851. encapsu- 
lating a philosophy that has suffused Western 
nature-conservation efforts since then. Reflecting 
on the psychic anomie of an acquisitive society 
estranged from its natural roots, he observed that 
“the mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.” 
Today’s Third World, of course, bears little resem- 
blance to booming nineteenth-century America; the 
quiet desperation suffered by hundreds of millions 
is of a more basic sort, one not much salved by the 
contemplation of turtles and ants. Even so devout a 
nature disciple as Aldo Leopold (himself a patron 

saint of modern wildlife conservation) admitted that 
“wild things had. little value until mechanization 
assured us a good breakfast.” Present circum- 
stances necessitate a complement to Thoreau’s 
dictum: In broadly shared economic progress is the 
preservation of the wilderness. 

All over the world, developers and conservation- 
ists have long been at loggerheads, but this will 
have to cbange. Economic progress and stability 
are threatened by the degradation of the earth’s 
living resources. Yet keeping the biosphere in good 
order will not be possible unless people’s basic 
needs are satisfied and population growth is quickly 
slowed. Locally and internationally, economic ord- 
ers must be created that are at once ecologically 
and socially sustainable. Developers and conserva- 
tionists need each other if the ultimate goals of 
either are to be met, for biological impoverishment 
and human impoverishment are inextricably lnter- 
twined. 

Erik Eckholm, who writes for Woridwatch Institute, 
is author of The Picture of Health ‘and of Losing 
Ground. This article is adapted from Worldwatch 
Paper 22, Disappearing Species: The Social Chal- 
lenge, research for which was supported by the U. N. 
Environment Program. Q Worldwatch Institute, 1978. 

Thomas Land on 
The “Guest Workers” of Europe 

An embarrassing resolution by the United Nations 
Human Rights Commission, seeking “to promote 
the normalization of family life of migrant workers ... 
by their re-union,” illustrates the anxiety of Western 
Europe over foreign p.overty in its midst. 

The Commission of the European Community 
(E.C.) in Brussels is promoting-at least at local 
government level-some modest proposals for a 
gradual sharing of political rights with the resident 
foreigners. The commission also wants them to 
have the automatic right to bring in their families, as 
the Human Rights Commission proposes. But these 
proposals are doggedly resisted by the nine mem- 
ber governments, which have been on’the retreat in 
the face of increasingly vocal extreme rightist politi- 
cal movements that thrive on economic insecurity 
and seek compulsory repatriation of the foreigners. 

The E.C. governments privately acknowledge that 
the foreign “guest” workers and their families-an 
economically exploited and culturally diverse com- 
munity of about thirteen million people, lacking 
political rights-are here to stay. But few of the 
governments have the political courage to admit, in 
the prespt climate of tension caused by mounting 
unemployment, that the very presence of a large 
and permanent community deprived of any political 
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