IP 614: The Economics of Sustainable Development
Monterey Institute of International Studies
Spring 2008
I. BASIC INFO

Professor: Jason Scorse (you can call me by my first name)

Class Info: T 6:00-7:50: B209 (be on time!!)

Office: M130 (bottom floor in McCone)

Office Hours: Th- 6:00-8:00 signups and open hours Tu/Th TBA
Office Phone: 831-647-3548

Email: jason.scorse@miis.edu
II. COURSE DESCRIPTION & OBJECTIVES
Since the term “sustainable development” was first used in the United Nation’s report, “Our Common Future,” chaired by Gro Harlem Brundtland in 1987 it has become one of the most ubiquitous buzzwords in policy circles. Its meaning, however, is often vague or so all-encompassing as to include disparate views of economic development and environmentalism. In addition, fervent debate continues regarding fundamental assumptions that underlie the meaning of sustainable development; including the definition of human welfare and need, the rights of non-human species, the limits to ecological carry capacity, environmental uncertainties and risks, whether poverty should be considered a form of environmental degradation, the obligations of rich nations to poor, and the degree by which technology can ameliorate, or is a root cause of, our environmental problems. 
The aim of this course is both to familiarize students with the theoretical and philosophical issues and debates that underlie the economic aspects of sustainable development, and also to make the term operational in a real-world policy context. It is my view that if a concept such as sustainable development can only serve as a catalyst for discussion, but does not result in objective and defensible criteria that can be used to make tough policy choices, it is not very useful.
Part I of the course will begin with a history of the debate on economic development and the environment, and then move on to some of the larger debates that continue to surround the concept of sustainable development. 
Part II will focus on the key criteria (economic and otherwise) that can be used to assess progress towards (or the current state of) sustainable development. We will use these criteria to create a methodological architecture for assessing sustainable development in a variety of policy contexts. During this section students will choose the ‘study area’ for their sustainability assessment research projects. 
Once the specific topics are decided I will choose other topics that we can use as case studies to round-out this portion of the course. (Note: The case studies will not directly mimic what I expect from the final presentations in weeks 12-14, but will provide a way for us to look more in depth at assessing different types of policies using sustainable development criteria.) 
Part III of the class will consist of student presentations and discussions based on the research projects and a roundtable class at the very end where we will discuss lessons learned and priorities for the future.
Student participation throughout the course is essential, including thorough attention to the readings. After successful completion of this course students will:

1) Have a solid understanding of the range of issues–economic as well as political, philosophical, methodological, and practical–that underlie the concept of sustainable development
2) Be able to identify some of the major constraints that currently impede movement towards sustainable development as well as ways these may be overcome
3) Have formed an (educated) opinion as to the extent which sustainable development is a useful concept that has operational meaning in policy circles and the “real world”
4) Have completed a research paper that analyzes a topic of interest through the lens of sustainable development. This paper will include a discussion of key SD criteria, their measurement and assessment, and recommendations. 
III. PREREQUISITE

All students must have completed micro and macroeconomics, and international economics. A course in environmental and natural resource economics is highly recommended.
IV. COURSE REQUIREMENTS
1. Attendance at all classes

2. Completion of all of the readings

3. Class participation and engagement

4. Class presentations

5. Final research project
V. GRADES

1. Participation 





30%

(As gauged by sophistication and attention to detail, as well as responses to weekly questions; see IIX below)

2. Presentation on your research paper


20%

4. Research project





50%








100%
VI. WEEKLY READINGS

Readings will be posted on the course conference at least one week in advance. Unless otherwise noted, they are all required.
VII. RESEARCH PROJECTS
(TITLE: SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT ASSESSMENT)
The research papers are meant to serve as vehicles for you to ‘operationalize’ sustainable development criteria. They are ultimately meant to answer the questions: Are policies X,Y,Z consistent with sustainable development?  Why or why not? How could they be made more consistent with SD principles?
A. The preparation for writing the paper entails choosing a ‘study area’, which requires three steps:
1. Choosing a scale: international, national, or local/grassroots

2. Choosing your unit of analysis that corresponds with this scale. For example:
International: 

The WTO, the UN, The Kyoto Protocol, the WHO, The World 



Bank, The IMF, the CITES treaty, etc.
National: 

Any national government, a large national business conglomerate, 



a national NGO, a national political party, a specific national 

 


project funded by a larger organization, etc.
Local/Grassroots: 
A local NGO, a specific local project funded by a larger 



organization, a local government body, a local business, etc.

3. Choosing the specific dimension of this unit of analysis that you want to assess using criteria of sustainable development. For example: education, energy, immigration, health, foreign aid, consumer choice, species protection, etc.
In the end you should narrow your choices down to something like this (which encompasses the scope of your ‘study area’):

Case #1

Scale: 


International
Unit of Analysis: 
WTO

Dimension:

TRIPS rules regarding intellectual property
Case #2

Scale:


National

Unite of Analysis:
Chinese government

Dimension:

Energy policy

Case #3

Scale:


Local/Grassroots

Unit of Analysis:
Peace Corps in Phalombe district of Malawi
Dimension:

Agriculture
B. There are two ways to satisfy the requirement for the research project

Option #1: A traditional research paper that includes:

1. A discussion of the sustainability criteria that you will use to assess whether the policies in your study area are consistent with sustainable development (based at least partially on our discussions and conclusions in Part II of the class)

2. A (reasonably) detailed assessment of the policies at work in your study area using these sustainable development criteria, including an explanation of how you reached your conclusions
3. Recommendations as to how these policies could be modified to be made more in line with sustainable development principles and criteria

Note: All papers should include a short introduction that describes the study area and a conclusion, and be fully checked for correct grammar and spelling. A full bibliography is also required; I prefer you cite articles according to the (name, year) format and then include the full citations at the end. These are all default positions; you lose points for not doing these things.

Option #2: A multimedia presentation (e.g. a podcast or video) that covers essentially the same information as the paper but in an innovative format (which can also be included as part of your presentation)

C. For the presentations in classes 12-14:
1. You will have approximately 15 minutes to summarize the key findings/conclusions (so far) of your research project

2. You will be expected to take 3-4 questions taking no more than 5-7 minutes total
3. The purpose is two-fold: for all of us to see how the principles of sustainable development can be applied across different study areas, and to provide insights into how to improve the final papers

Key dates:

Class #7 
Choose your study area
Class #10
A list of 15+ references due in class
Class #12-14 
Student presentations on research projects
Class# 15
Research projects due in class

VII. COURSE CALENDAR

Part I (Weeks 1-5): The Debates Surrounding the Concept of 

                                 Sustainable Development
Week #1:
Course Overview and Brief History of the Economic Development and
 

Environment Debate


(Enter “sustainable development”)
Week #2: 
Is Sustainable Capitalism an Oxymoron?

(Can we keep on growing forever? What about ecological carrying capacity?)

Week #3:
Poverty and the Environment 


(Two sides of the same coin? And what does sustainability have to do with 


poverty anyway?)
Week #4: 
Institutions v. Geography


(What is the foundation for sustainable development?)
Week #5: 
The Precautionary Principle and Uncertainty

(What does sustainable development require when our knowledge is limited but the risks are real?)

Part II (Weeks 5-11): Assessing Sustainability 
Week #6:
Criteria for Sustainability: Economic, environmental, and social
(Distilling the lessons from Week #1-5)
Week #7: 
Linking Indicators to Criteria


(Not the other way around)

Choose your study area

Depending on the study areas that you all choose, the case studies in the following weeks may include such topics as foreign aid, energy, technology, trade, fiscal policy, agriculture, payment for environmental services, intellectual property, health policy, etc. 
Week #8:
Case Study #1
Week #9:
Case Study #2
Week #10:
Case Study #3
List of 15+ references due

Week #11: 
Case Study #4
Part III (Weeks 12-15): Student Presentations & Conclusions
One class each will be devoted to international, national, and local/grassroots issues (to the extent that the number of projects in each category are roughly proportional)
Week #12: Student presentations on research projects #1 
Week #13: Student presentations on research projects #2
Week#14:  Student presentations on research projects #3
Week #15: Lessons learned and priorities for the future 
Research Projects Due in Class
IIX. Weekly Questions
Please come prepared to discuss the following questions for each of the following classes:

Week #2: 
Is Sustainable Capitalism an Oxymoron?

Question: 
Why is ecological carrying capacity such a contentious and difficult issue?
Week #3:
Poverty and the Environment 

Question:
What lessons should be taken from the Environmental Kuznets Curve?
Week #4: 
Institutions v. Geography

Question:
What are the weakness in both Sachs and Acemoglu’s arguments?
Week #5: 
The Precautionary Principle and Uncertainty

Question:
Are there areas where the Precautionary Principle has been underutilized? Ares where it is has been abused?
Week #6:
Criteria for Sustainability: Economic, environmental, and social

Question:
If a representative from 100 years into the future could speak to us today 

what do you think they would say about how we should think about sustainability?
Week #7: 
Linking Indicators to Criteria

Question:
Choose two sustainable development criteria and for each find the best two indicators to measure it
Week #8-11

Questions:
TBA
Week #15: 
Lessons learned and priorities for the future 

Question:
Does the substantive content of sustainable development merit so much 

intellectual and bureaucratic investment?
Important: Each week I will randomly choose two students to share their responses to these questions; of course, everyone will be encouraged to participate as well.

