Environmental Ethics for Business Sustainability

Laszlo Zsolnai
Business Ethics Center
Corvinus University of Budapest

Budapest, Bvamtér 8
1093 Hungary
laszlo_zsolnai@interware.hu

The paper was written as part of the research gir@é the Corvinus University of
Budapest "Tarsadalmi Megujulas Operativ ProgramiMO#®-4-2.1.B-09/1/KMR- 2010-
0005



Environmental Ethics for Business Sustainability

Abstract:

The paper derives operational principles from emmmental ethics for business
organizations in order to achieve sustainabilitysiBess affects the natural environment
at different levels. Individual biological creatsrare affected by business via hunting,
fishing, agriculture, animal testing, etc. Natueabsystems are affected by business via
mining, regulating rivers, building, polluting tlar, water and land, etc. The Earth as a
whole is affected by business via exterminatingcigse contributing to climate change,
etc. Business has a natural, non-reciprocal redpbtystoward natural beings affected
by its functioning. At the level of individual biojical creatures, awareness-based ethics
is adequate for business. It implies that busiséssild assure natural life conditions and
painless existence for animals and other sentiemigb. From this point of view a
business activity system can be considered acdeptaty if its aggregate impact on
animal welfare is non-negative. At the level ofurat ecosystems, ecosystem ethics is
relevant for business. It implies that businessukhase natural ecosystems in a proper
way, that is, not damaging the health of the edesysduring use. From this point of
view a business activity system can be considecedmable only if its aggregate impact
on ecosystem health is non-negative. At the lev¢he Earth as a whole, Gaian ethics
applies to business. Its implication is that bussnghould not contribute to the violation
of the systemic patterns and global mechanismieottarth. From this point of view a
business activity system can be considered acdeptaly if its aggregate impact on the
living planet is non-negative. Satisfying the abogwenciples can assure business
sustainability in an ethically meaningful way. g case business performs its duty: not

to harm nature or allow others to come to harm.

Keywords: environmental responsibility, animal vee#f, ecosystem health, the living

planet, aggregate impact of business on nature



The underlying principle of environmental ethicghatnature hasintrinsic value. This

means that nature and its parts are not merely sniesraccomplishing one's purposes
but are ends in and for themselves. This statemant be called "the categorical
imperative of ecology". The theory of autopoiesesveloped by Chilean biologists
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela supports this position. (Maturana & Varela

1987)

The termautopoiesis was presented as a description to define and iextfla nature of
living systems. A canonical example of an autopoigystem is the biological cell. The
eukaryotic cell, for example, is made of variouschiemical components such as nucleic
acids and proteins, and is organized into boundecdttares such as the cell nucleus,
various organelles, a cell membrane and cytoskeléfbese structures, based on an
external flow of molecules and energy, producedbmponents which, in turn, continue

to maintain the organized bounded structure thaggyrise to these components.

An autopoietic system is autonomous and operalipohised, in the sense that there are
sufficient processes within it to maintain the wdoAutopoietic systems are structurally
coupled with their medium, embedded in a dynamichainges which is considered as at

least a rudimentary form of cognition and can bgeobed throughout life-forms.

BUSINESS' RESPONSIBILITY FOR NATURE

In contrast with autopoietic systems of nature,iress organizations aralopoietic

systems. They uses raw materials (components) to genergieoducts (an organized

structure) which are something other than themselve



Business affects the natural environment at diffelevels of the organization of nature.

(Zsolnai 1996)

Q) Individual biological creatures are affected by business via hunting, fishing,
agriculture, animal testing, etc.

() Natural ecosystems are affected by business via mining, regulatingers,
building, polluting the air, water and land, etc.

(I The Earth as a whole is affected by business via exterminating species,

contributing to climate change, etc.

In his opus magnum "The Idea of Responsibiliydns Jonas argues for a new kind of
ethics appropriate in our technological age. Thgomiheses on which Jonas' theory of
responsibility is based are as follows: (i) “Theeetd, always enlarged nature of human
action, with the magnitude and novelty of its woeksd their impact on man’s global
future.” (ii) “Responsibility is a correlate of p@wvand must be commensuratgh the
latter's scope and that of its exercise.” (i) “Anmaginative ‘heuristics of fear’,
replacing the former projections of hope, must tsliwhat is possibly at stake and what
we must beware of.” (iv) “Metaphysics must undergithics. Hence, a speculative
attempt is made at such an underpinning of mantgeslduoward himself, his distant
posterity, and the plenitude of life under his doion.” (v) “Objective imperatives for
man in the scheme of things enable us to discritmibatween legitimate and illegitimate

goal-settings to our Promethean power” (Jonas 1984:



Jonas argues that the nature of human action hasget so dramatically in our times
that it calls for a radical change ethics as well. He emphasizes that in previousgthi
all dealing with the nonhuman world was ethicalgutral. Ethical significance belonged
to the direct dealing of man with man, includingmuiealing with himself: all traditional
ethics isanthropocentric. The effective range of action was small, the tispan of
foresight, goal-setting, and accountability wasrshoontrol of circumstances limited

(Jonas 1984: 4-5).

According to Jonas new dimensions of responsibdityerged becaus®ture became a
subject of human responsibility. This is underlingdthe fact of the irreversibility and
cumulative character of man’s impact on the livigrld. Knowledge, under these
circumstances, is a prime duty of man and mustdoeneensurate with the causal scale
of human action. Man should seek “not only the hmigaod but also the good thfings
extra human, that is, to extend the recognitiofenéls in themselves’ beyond the sphere

of man and make the human good include the cateeai” (Jonas 1984: 7-8).

For Jonas an imperative responding to the new ¢fiman action might run like this,
“Act so that the effects of your action are comiplatiwith the permanence of genuine
human life,” Or, expressed negatively, “Act so tkfa@ effects of your action are not

destructive of the future possibility of such lif@fonas 1984: 11).

Our duties to nature are independent of any idesaraht or reciprocity. Jonas states that
human responsibility is basicallyrenreciprocal duty to guard beings (Jonas 1984: 38-

39).



Jonas argues for an objectivity values regarding the purposefulness of living bging
Nature, by entertaining ends, or having aims, ana® assume her to do, also posits
values. For with any de facto pursued end attaitnugnit becomes a good, and
frustration of it, an evil; and with this distinati the attributability of value begins. We
can regard the mere capadityhaveany purposes at all as a good-in-itself, of whieh w
grasp with the intuitive certainty that it is infiely superior to any purposelessness of

being(Jonas 1984: 79-80).

Jonas states that the necessary conditions of mespbnsibility are as follows: “The
first and most general condition of responsibiigycausal power, that is, that acting
makes an impact on the world; the second, that aatthg is under the agent’s control;

and the third, that he can foresee its consequaacsne extent” (Jonas 1984: 90).

Jonas differentiates betweematural responsibility on the one hand awdntractual

responsibility on the other: “It is the distinction between nakuegponsibility, where the
immanent ‘ought-to-be’ of the object claims its aiga priori and quite unilaterally, and
contracted or appointed responsibility, which igditional a posteriorupon the fact and

the terms of the relationship actually entered’ifdonas 1984: 95).

Based on the arguments of Jonas we can say thisebsshas a natural, non-reciprocal
responsibility toward natural beings affected by fiinctioning. The responsibility of
business toward the natural environment can be suimed as followsbusiness may not

harm nature or allow othersto come to harm.



AWARENNES-BASED ETHICS

At the level of individual biological creatures tise-called awareness-based ethics is
adequate for business. The most eloquent protagohithis branch of environmental
ethics is Australian philosophBeter Snger. He says: "If a being suffers there can be no

moral justification for refusing to take this suffeg into consideration.” (Fox 1990)

Singer's influential book "Animal Liberation" is @axpansion of the utilitarian idea that
'the greatest good of the greatest number' isthemeasure of good or ethical behavior.
(Singer 1975) He argued that the interests of alsirslaould be considered because of
their ability to feel suffering and that the idearmhts was not necessary in order to

consider them.

Singer is against what he caligeciesism: discrimination on the grounds that a being
belongs to a certain species. He holds the inte#sdll beings capable of suffering to be
worthy of equal consideration, and that giving éessonsideration to beings based on
their species is no more justified than discrimmrabased on skin color. Singer does not
specifically contend that we ought not use aninf@l$ood insofar as they are raised and
killed in a way that actively avoids the inflictingf pain, but as such farms are
uncommon, he concludes that the most practicaltisalus to adopt a vegetarian or

vegan diet. Singer also condemns vivisection exedpere the benefit (in terms of

improved medical treatment) outweighs the harm dortee animals used.

From awareness-based ethics a major ethical intjplicaan be derived for business.



(E1) Business should assure natural life conditions and painless existence for animals

and other sentient beings.

Systematic concern fanimal welfare is based on the belief that non-human animals are
sentient and that consideration should be giveheo well-being, especially when they

are used for food or in animal testing.

The guidelines for animal welfare has been elakdraicluding (i) freedom from thirst
and hunger - by ready access to fresh water anelt aodmaintain full health and vigor,
(if) freedom from discomfort - by providing an appriate environment including shelter
and a comfortable resting area, (iii) freedom frgain, injury, and disease - by
prevention or rapid diagnosis and treatment, fiegflom to express normal behavior - by
providing sufficient space, proper facilities amaimpany of the animal's own kind, and
(v) freedom from fear and distress - by ensuringdittons and treatment which avoid

mental suffering. (Five Freedoms 2010)

Concern for farm animals is mainly focused on facfarming, where farm animals are
raised in confinement at high stocking densityuéssrevolve around the limiting of
natural behavior in animals (see battery cage, aedl gestation crate), and invasive
procedures such as debeaking and mulesing. Otbeessinclude methods of animal
slaughter, especially ritual slaughter. While thking of animals need not necessarily
involve suffering, the general public considerdihkig an animal an act that reduces its
welfare. This leads to concerns with prematuregsigering, such as the chick culling.

This applies in a lesser extent to all food animals



In animal testing, the well-being of individual arals tend to be overridden by the
potential benefits their sacrifice can bring tcaege number of other animals or people.
This utilitarian approach might allow intense sufig to be inflicted on individual

animals if the trade-off is considered worthwhilMhile a more welfare-based approach
would afford all animals the right to a minimumrsdard of welfare. Other welfare issues

includes the quality of animal sources and housorglitions.

Let B be the activity system of a business organizati@.Al,...,Aj,...,An be animal

welfare indicators.n( > 1)

Ai( ) is an animal welfare function defined as follows:

1 if business activity systel is good regarding
animal welfare indicatoA;;

1) AiB) = 0 if business activity systef is neutral regarding
animal welfare indicatoA; ;
-2 if business activity syste is bad regarding

animal welfare indicatoA; .

Ai(B) reflects the value of the business activity sys®megarding animal welfare

indicatorA].

The following vector represents the value of theibess activity systerd regarding all

the animal welfare indicatoil,...,Aj,...,An.

2  A(B) = [AL(B),... Ai(B),...,An(B)]

To get an aggregate picture about the value ofsmbss activity system from the animal
welfare point of view we should define weights tshbw the importance of the animal

welfare indicators. Leal,...,aj,...,anbe such importance weights.
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It is required that

@ 2 aj =1

The aggregate value of the business activity sy&enom the animal welfare point of

view can be calculated as follows:
@) A®) = 2 aj Aj®B)

A(B) shows the aggregate value of the business actyisgemB from the animal

welfare point of view.1 = A(B) = -2)

A business activity system can be considered aabkptf and only if its aggregate

impact on animal welfare is non-negative. That is

(5) AB) > 0

ECOSYSTEM ETHICS

At the level of natural ecosystems the so-cadlembystem ethics is relevant for business.
The maxim of ecosystem ethics was first stated InyeAcan environmentalisAldo
Leopold in his classic "Sand County Almanac". He writes:thing is right when it tends
to preserve the integrity, stability, and beautyha biotic community. It is wrong when
it tends to otherwise." (Fox 1990) Leopold alsoadiées his position in this way: "The
land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of thearoanity to include soils, waters,
plants, and animals, or collectively: the land. akhd ethic changes the role of Homo
sapiens from conqueror of the land-community tanplmember and citizen of it. It
implies respect for his fellow-members, and alsspeet for the community as such.”

(Leopold 1949)
10



Ecosystem ethics implies non-declining natural Wedh more exact terms it requires

that the ecological value of the natural ecosystieensot decreasing over time.

Robert Constanza proposecdecosystem health as an operationalized measure of ecological

value. It is defined as follows:

HI =VxXOxR

whereHI is ecosystem health inde¥;is ecosystem vigor, a cardinal measure of system
activity, metabolism, or primary productivit@ is ecosystem organization index, a 0-1
index of the relative degree of the system's omgiun, including its diversity and
complexity; andR is ecosystem resilience index, a 0-1 index ofrétative degree of the
system's resilience. In essence, in calculatihghe ecosystem'’s primary production is
weighted by indices for relative organization andsilience. In this context,
eutrophication is unhealthy since it usually reprégs an increase in metabolism that is
more than outweighed by a decrease in organizatnahresilience. Artificial eutrophic
systems tend toward lower species diversity, shdaed chains, and lower resilience.

(Constanza 1992)

Ecosystem ethics requires that business organmzatideract with the ecosystem in a

way that the health of the ecosystem is not damageom ecosystem ethics the

following ethical implication can be derived fordiess.

11



(E2) Business should use natural ecosystems in a proper way, that is, not damaging

the health of the ecosystem during use.

LetEL,...,Ej,...,.Enbe ecosystem health indicatons > 1)

Ei( ) is an ecosystem health function defined as follows

1 if business activity systel is good regarding
ecosystem health indicatiy;
(6) Ei(B) = 0 if business activity system is neutral regarding
ecosystem health indicatiy;
-2 if business activity syste is bad regarding
ecosystem health indicatify.

Ej(B) reflects the value of business activity syst@mregarding ecosystem health

indicatorE;j.

The following vector represents the value of bussnactivity systenB regarding all the

ecosystem health indicatd&4,...,Ej,....En
(7y E@®B) = [E1(B),...,Ej(B),....En(B)]

To get an aggregate picture about the value ofssnbss activity system from the point
of view of ecosystem health we should define weightait show the importance of the
ecosystem health indicators. e, ...,ej,...,erbe such importance weights.

It is required that

8 2 e =1

The aggregate value of business activity sysBefrom the point of view of ecosystem

health can be calculated as follows:
12



9 E®B) = 2 ¢ Ej@®)

E(B) shows the aggregate value of business activitesyB. (1= E(B) =-2)

A business activity system can be considered aabkptf and only if its aggregate

impact on ecosystem health is non-negative. That is
(10) EMB) > O

GAIAN ETHICS

At the level of the Earth as a whole, Gaian etlaigplies to business. Tl@aia theory
developed by British independent scienfigines Lovelock proposes that the biosphere
and the physical components of the Earth (atmosphayosphere, hydrosphere and
lithosphere) are closely integrated to form a caxphteracting system that maintains
the climatic and biogeochemical conditions on Eantla preferred homeostasis. It was
named after the Greek supreme goddess of EarththBoey is frequently described as
viewing the Earth as a single organism. Lovelockngs Gaia as a complex entity
involving the Earth's biosphere, atmosphere, ogeams soil; the totality constituting a
feedback or cybernetic system which seeks an optipigsical and chemical

environment for life on this planet. (Lovelock 2000
The essence of Gaian ethics is the respect for siieregulating character and

evolutionary uniqueness of the biosphere. (Fox, 90) From Gaian ethics the

following ethical implication can be derived fordiness.

13



(E3) Business should not contribute to the violation of the systemic patterns and global

mechani sms of the Earth.

The most important impacts what business orgawizatcan make on the living planet

include CO2 emission and reducing biodiversity.

Let P1,...,Pj,...,Pnbe living planet indicatorsn(> 1)

Pi( ) is an living planet function defined as follows:

1 if business activity systel is good regarding
living planet indicatoPj;
(11) PjB) = 0 if business activity system is neutral regarding
living planet indicatoPj;
-2 if business activity systei is bad regarding
living planet indicatoP;j.

Pj(B) reflects the value of business activity syst@megarding living planet indicatd?j.

The following vector represents the value of bussnactivity systenB regarding all

living planet indicator#1,...,Pj,...,Pn
(12) P(B) = [P1(B),...,Pj(B),....Pn(B)]

To get an aggregate picture about the value ofsnbss activity system from the living
planet point of view we should define weights thlabw the importance of living planet

indicators. Lepl,...,pj,...,pnbe such importance weights.

It is required that

13) 2 pj = 1
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The aggregate value of business activity sysBefrom the living planet point of view

can be calculated as follows:

(14) P®) = 2 pj Pi(B)

P(B) shows the aggregate value of business activitgsyB. (1= P(B) 2 -2)

A business activity system can be considered aabkptf and only if its aggregate

impact on the living planet is non-negative. Tlsat |

(15) P(B)> 0

BUSINESS SUSTAINABILITY

We derived three principles from environmental @thiior business in order to achieve

sustainability.

(E1) Business should assure natural life conditiand painless existence for animals
and other sentient beings.

(E2) Business should use natural ecosystems iropepmway, that is, not damaging
the health of the ecosystem during use.

(E3) Business should not contribute to the violatd the systemic patterns and global

mechanisms of the Earth.

Today's mainstream business organizations are bietta satisfy these environmental
principles. Usually they make a negative aggregaigact on nature. However, some
alternative businesses function in a sustainablg. v@ne prime example of these

organizations id.ifeGate an innovative Italian company that provides orgations and

15



consumers with sustainability-oriented products aedvices. One of its programs is
called "Zero Impact" which helps organizations ¢éaluce and compensate their CO2

emissions. lttp://www.lifegate.i}.

Satisfying the ethical principles (E1), (E2) an®)Ean assure business sustainability in

an ethically meaningful way. In a more operatiaredi form it means that

(16) AMB)> 0and E(B) >0 and P(B) > O

In this case the aggregate impact of business iomaamelfare, ecosystem health and the

living planet is non-negative and hence businesspmaform its duty of not harming

nature or allowing others to come to harm.
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