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Back to the Visible Hand:
The Challenges of the Second 
Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit
Ignacy SachS

I n JunE 2012, Rio de Janeiro will host, for the second time in twenty 
years, a united nations Earth Summit, a tribute to the leading role played 
by Brazil in the search for socially inclusionary1 and environmetally sound 

development strategies at the national and global levels. Brazil along with India 
are the two potential “abre alas”2 of the bloc of emerging countries, bound to 
play an increasingly significant role within the united nations system, provided 
that they manage to establish a common agenda, possibly led in this by IBSA – 
the India-Brazil-South Africa Forum, established in 2003. Somewhat paradoxi-
cally, the weaknesses of the Euro zone and the internal political struggle in the 
united States give the emerging countries an opportunity to assert themselves 
as an important player within the united nations.

Another more heterogeneous grouping, whose acronym is BRICS, aims 
at bringing together Brazil, Russia, India, China, joined recently by South Af-
rica.3 However, the prospect for a close collaboration among these five countries 
will depend on their ability to overcome important differences with respect to 
their social and political regimes.

As for their relative weight in world economy in the near future, quite dif-
ferently indeed from the world in which I was brought up, we might refer to a 
recently released projection by the Economist Intelligence unit.

In 2027, China is likely to become the largest national economy in the 
world with a GnP of 41.6 trillion uS dollars, followed by the united States 
(31.13 trillion uS dollars), India (11.32 trillion uS dollars) and Brazil (7.34 
trillion uS dollars). Japan will have a GnP slightly lower than Brazil (7.27 t4ril-
lion uS dollars). The next five countries in this ranking will be clearly left be-
hind: 5.67 trillion uS dollars for Germany, 5.47 for Russia, 4.98 for France, 
4.38 for the united Kingdom and 3.87 for Canada.5

With this perspective in sight, the 2012 Rio Summit will face two major 
closely interconnected challenges:

The mitigation of climate change, increasingly resulting from anthropo-
genic sources – the warming produced by massive emissions of greenhouse ga-
ses with deleterious consequences on the living conditions on the spaceship Ear-
th for today’s seven billion and nine to ten billion human beings in the second 
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half of the present century; the scientists of the International Panel on Climate 
Change are adamant: the average temperature should not increase by more than 
2°C if we want to avoid a serious disaster;

The need to put an end to the scandal of abyssal inequalities in the living 
conditions and quality of life prevailing today between nations and within na-
tions: a small minority occupying the spacious and comfortable cabins on the 
deck of the spaceship Earth, while many more are condemned to lead a misera-
ble life in its hold, working hard to survive on a hand-to-mouth basis. Do you 
recall Fellini’s masterpiece E la nave va?

More than ever, it is time to learn how to walk on two legs, bringing to-
gether social justice and environmental prudence.

As a matter of fact, three key dimensions of justice are involved here: jus-
tice between and across nations, between present and future generations and 
even between human beings and other living species. One thing is sure: “dis-
tributional justice should not be seen as merely instrumental but at the heart of 
sustainable development”.6 Questions of environmental justice cut deep into the 
mode of wealth creation and appropriation. The idea of global environmental/
planetary citizenship implies giving a fair chance to all present and future inhab-
itants/crew members of the spaceship Earth.

We are still far from having achieved this goal. To reach it, we must cross 
a narrow door, perhaps even the biblical needle eye. Yet, it exists, no reason to 
share Cassandra’s apocalyptic vision. As President Obama often argues, “yes we 
can”. Should I say, “yes we still can”? The time to accomplish the required shift 
in global development strategies is running short.

To understand what will be at stake in the 2012 un Earth Summit, it is 
necessary to replace this conference in a double historical perspective.

The Historical Contexts
With respect to the histoire immédiate, the Rio+20 Conference will follow 

suit to the pioneering Stockholm Conference in 1972, which was itself preceded 
by the seminal Founex seminar held in 1971,7 as well as by the publication of the 
bestseller by Barbara Ward and René Dubos, Only One Earth,8 and followed 
by the first Rio Earth Summit in 1992, as well as the Johannesburg Conference 
in 2002. One lasting result of the Stockholm Conference was the shift from a 
two-dimensional concept of socio-economics to the three-dimensional eco-socio-
economy, in a sense comparable to moving from plane to space geometry.9

Even more significant is the insertion of next year’s Earth Summit in the 
longue durée, to use a term dear to Fernand Braudel and the historians of the 
French École des Annales. It will be the first ever held in the Anthropocene, 
since it is likely to be preceded by the formal and belated recognition of our 
entry in this new era by the International Commission on Stratigraphy.

The concept of Anthropocene was elaborated in a seminal article by P.J. 
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Crutzen and E.F. Stoermer; emphasising the present day “central role of man-
kind in geology and ecology”.10

As a matter of fact, we are only now realising that the 18th century in-
dustrial revolution propelled us into the Anthropocene. For more than two 
centuries, we have been behaving like the main character of Molière’s Le Bour-
geois Gentilhomme, Monsieur Jourdain, who did not know that he was speaking 
prose.

The Industrial Revolution was preceded, some twelve thousand years ago, 
by the neolithic Revolution marked by the transition from hunting and gath-
ering to agriculture and permanent human settlements, out of which the first 
towns arose.11 The next breakthrough came with the unification of the world 
economy as a result of the discovery of America by European navigators in the 
15th century.

Most probably, future historians will consider the entry into the Anthro-
pocene as a major divide, leaving behind the dichotomy ‘before and after the 
birth of Jesus Christ’, insofar as it emphasises human growing responsibility 
in the evolution of the living conditions on the spaceship Earth, not only for 
mankind itself, but also for other living species.12 In this way, the second Earth 
Summit to be held in Rio de Janeiro, will probably be recognised in the future 
as a turning point in the long history of the co-evolution of our species with the 
biosphere, whatever its immediate concrete outcome.

Time has thus come to assume our new role as “geonauts”, to use the 
neologism proposed by Eri k Orsenna,13 and to prove that we are no longer 
acting as sorcerers’ apprentices – do you recall Walt Disney’s illustration of Paul 
Dukas’s musical score in Fantasia?

Humanity is at a crossroads. If the warming provoked by anthropogenic 
causes is not mitigated in time, our descendants may be confronted with del-
eterious, or even catastrophic, climate changes threatening the very survival of 
our species, not speaking of the probability of sharp social and political conflicts 
and wars.

On the other hand, however compelling they may be, ecological concerns 
should not be accepted as a reason to postpone the addressing of urgent social 
imperatives. Green economy only makes sense as a socially-minded economy.

The necessary compromise between the environmental and social goals 
will not arise from the Invisible Hand – the free interplay of market forces, by 
nature short-sighted and insensitive to the social dimension. The troubled times 
through which we are now muddling14 as a result of neoliberal counter-reforms, 
the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and of the ensuing implosion of the Soviet 
union, show us, once more, that we can no longer rely on the Invisible Hand 
and on the myth of self-regulating markets.15
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The Visible Hand
If we want to move to long term strategies governed by care for all the 

human – present and future – fellow travellers (and hopefully geonauts) of the 
spaceship Earth, we must turn to the Visible Hand and its five fingers: a renewed 
contrat social, long term democratic planning, food security, energy security 
(the two pillars of inclusionary and sustainable development) and international 
cooperation.

Towards a New Contrat Social
As already said, the paramount long term development goal ought to be 

the reduction of the tremendous social disparities prevailing at present between 
nations and within many nations, while keeping in mind the necessity of miti-
gating climate change.

Historians specialised in histoire immédiate are still to give us a thorough 
critical evaluation of the ‘short twentieth century’ and its two terrible World 
Wars:16 the rise and fall of real socialism in the Soviet union, the emergence 
of the Welfare States in the Scandinavian countries and of the new Deal in the 
united States, as well as the diverse models of mixed economies in the develop-
ing countries.

Such a study would certainly contribute towards elaborating new para-
digms of democratic planning and economic governance and towards designing 
development strategies, capable of giving the present and future generations 
a fair chance to make the most of their lives by granting them decent material 
conditions, hand in hand with the exercise of basic freedoms.

In particular, the patterns of the public sector in mixed private-public de-
veloping economies may be analysed using two historical models that define the 
range of possibilities: the Japanese model of the Meiji era, in which the State 
limited itself to play a transitory initial role, and the nehruvian Indian model, 
also known as the ‘socialistic pattern of society’.17

We ought to open a discussion on possible “third ways” differing from 
both the classical capitalism and real socialism as we have known them, focus-
ing on mixed public/private economies with a significant third sector of so-
cial economy. neither history (nor planning) should be forced into the straight 
jacket of inherited categories. There are at least three reasons to believe that the 
future will differ from the past: the lessons that we shall learn from the historical 
experiences analysed sine ira et odio, the scientific and technical progress and 
human creativity at large.

The fundamental question to be asked is: how much is enough?
Gandhi replied to it by saying “needs, not greed”, but we should not carry 

too far his postulate of voluntary simplicity. Material over-consumption is by no 
means an indicator of happiness. Yet, we should be able to provide each of the 
nine to ten billion human beings that will be sailing on the spaceship Earth in 
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the second half of this century, with a reasonable income, guaranteeing decent 
material standards of living, on the understanding that the paramount goal is 
“a civilisation of being in the equitable sharing of having”, in Louis Joseph 
Lebret’s words.18 In other words, we should learn to self-control our material 
consumption.

As there is no reason to believe that we have exhausted the potential of 
technical progress and of better use of available energies, less and less working 
time of society will be necessary in the future to produce material goods. It 
will therefore be possible to gradually reduce the relative share of societal time 
ascribed to the activities of the homo faber, making more time available for the 
homo ludens.19 At the same time, we ought to ensure that the total working time 
and earnings from work are fairly distributed among all potential workers, so 
that the scourge of unemployment is eliminated.20

The sky is the limit to cultural and ludic activities, provided that we learn 
how to make good and pleasant use of time freed from work. Keynes was right 
to warn us, as early as 1930, against a “general nervous breakdown” that might 
be caused by such a fundamental change in the social fabric.21 We might take 
example from a tribe living on a remote Asian seashore. Its best artists were 
invited to compete by making beautiful drawings on the humid sand of the 
beach, bound to disappear with the next high tide. I am still looking for a better 
example of material désintéressement.

In order to move towards a less polarised world society, we must bring 
back to the fore the social and institutional reforms which no longer attract the 
attention they deserve in the national and international agendas. The unfinished 
land reforms certainly belong to this category, side by side with urgently needed 
fiscal reforms. The experience of the new Deal in the united States ought to be 
revisited in the latter context. The prospect for greater international solidarity 
will be dealt with in a subsequent section of this paper.

Back to Planning
Planning, a child of war economy,22 prospered at the age of the abacus. 

Paradoxically, it is unloved in the computer age. There are two reasons to it: the 
myth of the invisible hand convenient to the capitalists and the spurious relation 
in the past between planning and autocratic regimes.

In his essay L’île aux cannibales,23 nicolas Werth describes the attempt by 
the Soviet authorities to populate an island in the middle of a Siberian river with 
prisoners randomly grabbed in the streets of Moscow and left to themselves in 
a hostile environment without adequate equipment and technical advice. The 
planners were eager to incorporate new territories to the Soviet economy. They 
ended up provoking a return to cannibalism for real, reminding us of a satirical 
piece by Swift.24

Yet, we should remember that we are the only living species capable of 
imagining and anticipating alternative futures, as rightly recalled by Anatol 
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Rapoport25 and therefore, of planning, if we accept M. Kalecki’s succinct defini-
tion of the latter as “variant thinking” about future action.

not that we are, or ever will be, “masters of nature” as Descartes wanted 
us to believe. The nuclear disasters of Chernobyl and Fukushima on the one 
hand, the tsunamis, typhoons and other natural catastrophes, on the other, 
should teach us modesty. My preference goes to another seventeenth century 
French philosopher, Blaise Pascal, who compared man to a “thinking reed” (ro-
seau pensant), thus capable of a twofold strategy: bending under the wind in a 
reactive posture, and also taking a proactive attitude, in the attempt to outwit 
nature.

Democratic planning, predicated on a quadripartite dialogue between 
planners, entrepreneurs, workers and the organised civil society, and making 
good use of the computers is yet to be firmly established on the tripod of social 
and ethical goals, environmental conditionality and economic viability, the latter 
being the sine qua non condition for things that matter to happen.

Planning implies an iterative process involving actors at the local, regional, 
national and international levels. It should incorporate, on the one hand, the 
concepts of ecological footprint and biocapacity, making a sharp distinction be-
tween countries which are biocapacity debtors and those which are biocapacity 
creditors26 and, on the other, the definition of opportunities for decent work, as 
proposed by the ILO, and which includes employment and self-employment, the 
latter particularly important in rural societies.

At the local level, going back to the example of the French revolution, we 
need to start by compiling cahiers de doléances: a comprehensive listing of the 
social priorities to be addressed, side by side with the identification of the latent 
local resources to be explored, the bottlenecks to be tackled and the necessary 
critical inputs to be brought from outside – knowledge, equipment and finances.

Planners diverge with respect to the time horizon of long term planning. 
The longer the time span covered, the greater the margins of freedom, but 
also of uncertainty. Twenty years seems to be a fair choice with the possibility 
to extend further some projections, in order to identify the emerging breaking 
points.

Essentially, planning is an exercise in systems approach aimed at identify-
ing ambitious, yet feasible, social goals by proposing efficient patterns of re-
source use while matching them with the available working force and creating 
opportunities for decent work, so as to eliminate unemployment and, as far as 
possible, underemployment. For that, planners should address such issues as 
easing up bottlenecks while avoiding the unnecessary piling up of stocks and 
turning waste into wealth (a catchphrase in Maoist China) by finding productive 
uses for residues.

We are still far removed from having satisfied the basic material needs of 
the entire human crew of the spaceship Earth. Attacking social inequalities both 
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at national and international levels is thus more urgent than ever, keeping in 
mind that we cannot envisage an unlimited growth of material output in a finite 
planet. The sooner we reduce the abyssal social disparities prevailing today in 
material consumption standards across the world, the sooner we shall be able 
to move from an economy of growth to an economy of steady state. We are not 
there yet.

Food Security
Food and energy security ought to be considered as the two pillars of so-

cially inclusionary and environmentally sound development strategies.
Even assuming a stabilisation of the world’s population by the mid 21st 

century, we must think of how to provide enough food and a reasonably com-
fortable life for 9+ billion human beings. For that, we depend on further prog-
ress of the green and blue revolutions with special reference to the interface 
between the two and to their dissemination throughout all the continents.

Rather than sticking to the elitist green revolution as initially proposed by 
Borlaugh, based on the massive use of selected seeds, fertilisers and water, we 
must move towards the ‘evergreen revolution’, as advocated by the well-known 
Indian agronomist M.S. Swaminathan27 and directed towards the small peasants 
who still represent the majority among rural dwellers in developing countries.28

At the same time, we ought to limit the devastating impact of extensive 
cattle breeding on forests by resorting to a husbandry better integrated with 
small scale family agriculture and favouring the substitution of meat consump-
tion by that of fish coming from pisciculture. As far as Brazil is concerned, fish 
farming has a great future in the Amazon region, the Mato Grosso Pantanal, not 
speaking of the Atlantic coast, so long as a satisfactory solution is found for long 
distance transportation of fish, more efficient than by road, and cheaper than by 
plane. Should we give a second chance to the zeppelin, the more so that we can 
fill it today with non inflammable gas?

This leads us to emphasise the importance of intensive production units 
combining horticulture, pisciculture and arboriculture inspired by the tradi-
tional dike pond systems in Southern China29 and updated and adapted to differ-
ent Brazilian contexts: the Amazonian “igarapés”, natural and manmade lakes 
to generate hydropower, ponds and “açudes”, as well as the coastal areas, in 
particular the lagoons behind the reefs.
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The following diagram illustrates such a unit:
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•	A 1000 m² pond (50 m x 20 m) producing 10 tons of fish (a productivity 
deemed feasible by the BnDES), corresponding to the yearly consumption 
of 200 inhabitants;

•	A 800 m² dike and an additional surface of 1200 m² used for vegetable gar-
dens meeting the annual requirements of 200 inhabitants (feasible on the 
condition of resorting to biochar as advocated by the nGO Pro-natura Inter-
national at the rate of 1kg/m²);

•	A 2000 m² surface for arboriculture.

Two hundred people fed throughout the year on half a hectare, too good 
to be true! If it were only possible to create throughout Brazil an archipelago of 
one million of such units, it would ensure the food security to two hundred mil-
lion Brazilians and furthermore, generate 2.5 to 5 million jobs, while preventing 
the further clearing of forests in order to transform them into agricultural land. 
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Only floriculture can compete with such units as far as employment per hectare 
is concerned, but obviously, the demand for flowers is much more limited than 
that for food.

At any rate, we are not there yet, and we ought to evaluate realistically the 
prospect of advancing along these lines. But the challenge is certainly worth a 
try. Brazil and India, as already said, the abre-alas of the Bloc of emerging coun-
tries, have a joint responsibility in this respect.

Energy Security
Energy is crucial to development insofar as it multiplies the productivity of 

human work. The industrial revolution was predicated on resorting to a wide-
spread use of coal and later oil and gas, three fossil energies responsible for the 
emissions of carbon dioxide and the ensuing global warming. That is why we 
ought to reduce and even phase out the use of fossil energies even before they 
are entirely exhausted.30

Fortunately, we may shift to an array of alternative energies: solar, hydro, 
wind, geothermal and biomass, each one presenting some advantages and ob-
stacles to be overcome. Three remarks are in order here:

The energy strategy should address three interrelated questions: energy 
sobriety, efficiency, and only then the alternative energy sources.31 Profligate use 
of energy can be curbed and efficiency greatly increased, so as to reduce the final 
demand for energy;

Resorting to bioenergy calls for a careful evaluation of the potential con-
flict between the production of food and that of energy. It need not happen if 
residues from food production are used as a feedstock for energy production 
(cellulosic ethanol, biogas from cattle dung, etc). Moreover, countries like Bra-
zil have enough agricultural land available to afford for a while expanding both 
food and bioenergy production, so long as this does not happen at the expense 
of standing forests. The latter are to be conserved as carbon sinks, not speaking 
of their other potential economic uses. Algae grown in sea and fresh water are 
also a potential source of bioenergy. Food, animal feed, fertilisers, fibres (stan-
ding for all kinds of industrial feedstock), fuel and forests are the six potential 
uses of biomass, which ought to be articulated through the development plan.

The Faustian bargain – resorting to nuclear energy – poses a serious dilemma. 
It is clean in terms of emissions of carbon dioxide, however, not immune to the risk of 
highly improbable, yet devastating, accidents (vide Chernobyl and Fukushima), not to 
mention the danger of the proliferation of nuclear weapons. That is why some countries 
have recently taken the wise decision to phase out the production of nuclear energy.32

International Cooperation: Whither United Nations?
The second Rio Earth Summit should be essentially seen as a roadmap 

conference, assisting the un country members in redefining their long term 
strategies, in order to able to jointly ensure by 2050 decent conditions of living 



estudos avançados 26 (74), 201216

to the nine billion human beings, while mitigating deleterious climate change.
The un system has a major role to play.
On the one hand, it should manage to greatly increase its financial partici-

pation in assisting the less developed countries in their socially inclusionary and 
environmentally sustainable development. For that, the un could rely on the 
following funding:

A contribution to a un Development Fund from the developed coun-
tries, going back to the much discussed but never implemented pledge of allo-
cating annually for this purpose at least 0.7 percent of their GnP;33

The proceedings from the Tobin tax to be collected on financial transac-
tions;

A tax on carbon leading to the reduction of carbon emissions and used to 
finance projects that meet this goal;

Tolls on oceans and air as a fee for using parts of mankind’s common he-
ritage, with the possibility of exempting on certain conditions ships and planes 
from less developed countries.

It is difficult to set quantitative goals but it should not be impossible to 
aim at two percent of the world GnP, a very large sum indeed, if it were to be 
used to increase the productive investment and social expenditure in developing 
countries.34

On the other hand, the un system should use its expertise and organisa-
tional skills to create international networks for scientific and technical coopera-
tion among countries sharing similar biomes, instead of using the geography of 
proximity. This will call for a significant overhaul in the organisation of the un 
affiliated bodies, requiring in particular, a much closer cooperation between re-
gional commissions (ESCAP, ECLAC, ECA, ECE) substantive agencies (FAO, 
unIDO, unESCO, unDP) and financial institutions (the World Bank, the 
regional and national development banks), around biome-oriented programmes 
for humid tropics, semi-arid regions, savannas and cerrados, temperate regions 
and so on. Without forgetting the crucial interface between water and land 
ecosystems in which the green and blue revolutions interact in the intensive pro-
duction units combining horticulture, pisciculture and arboriculture described 
above.

It is a tall order indeed that cannot be meaningfully addressed within the short 
time span left until the Rio+20 conference. That is why the latter should be essentially 
a roadmap conference defining targets and a timetable for further working meetings.

In particular, the un member countries should be invited to present 
within two or three years national long term development plans containing the 
relevant information about the ecological footprint and biocapacity use, as well 
as about social objectives and especially the creation of opportunities for decent 
work. The biocapacity debtors should be encouraged to decrease their ecologi-
cal footprint while the biocapacity creditors should be assisted in making better 
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use of their biocapacity. Another urgent question is the choice of the energy paradigms.
In parallel, the un should advance in expanding the international capacity 

to finance development and setting a collaborative network aimed at design-
ing and implementing biome-based development strategies, which imply much 
closer South-South links and collaboration along par35allels rather than along 
meridians.

In this way, conditions would be created to move to the next stage of 
international cooperation: identifying the synergies that can be achieved by mu-
tually adjusting the national development plans, opening new opportunities for 
trade as well as for scientific and technical exchanges, to be partly financed from 
international sources and assisted by the network of un agencies.

It has taken us more than two centuries to acknowledge the dawn of a new 
age. We must accelerate now the pace of the required transformations to make 
up for the delay so as to successfully enter into the Anthropocene.
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Bruno Parmentier opposes the two green revolutions in the following terms: « Là 
où la « révolution verte cherchait à artificialiser le plus complètement possible le milieu 
naturel, la « révolution doublement verte vise à inscrire le système productif au sein 
des écosystèmes. La première « force » la nature via le recours massifs à des intrants, la 
seconde l’« accompagne » en recherchant un équilibre entre potentiel interne et apports 
extérieurs ; la première spécialise les productions, la seconde les diversifie pour qu’elles se 
renforcent mutuellement ; la première recherche une protection absolue de la production 
via l’éradication complète des maladies et des ravageurs, la seconde compose et gère le 
système pour contenir ces envahisseurs. ». Bruno Parmentier, nourrir l’humanité – Les 
grands problèmes de l’agriculture mondiale au 21e siècle, (Paris: La Découverte, 
2007), p. 160.

28 See Kenneth Ruddle & Gongfu Zhong, Integrated Agriculture-Aquaculture in South 
China: The Dike-Pond System of the Zhujiang Delta, (Cambridge: Cambridge uni-
versity Press, 1988).

29 This is not tantamount to abstaining from the exploration of the offshore ‘pré-sal’ oil 
reserves in Brazil. However, utmost attention should be given to the prevention of 
potentially dangerous ecological accidents. On the other hand, the ‘pré-sal’ oil could 
be taxed so as to finance the phasing out in future of fossil energies.

30 See Benjamin Dessus, Scénario négaWatt 2011, Association négaWatt, October 
2011 (www.negawatt.org).

31 For a critical assessment of nuclear energy, see Benjamin Dessus & Bernard Laponche, 
En Finir avec le Nucléaire – Pourquoi et Comment, Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2011. 
The French presidential candidate from the Socialist Party, François Hollande, pro-
poses to reduce the relative share of nuclear electricity from 75% to 50% in 2025 
(Le Monde, 17/12/2011). The French Green Party favours a total phasing out of 
nuclear energy.

32 In 2007, the OECD contribution was of 0.28%. Only five countries contributed in 
excess of the 0.7% target : norway (0.95%), Sweden, Luxemburg, the netherlands 
and Denmark. The French was of 0.38%. See Philippe Laget, Les chiffres d’une pla-
nète de fous… ou de l’urgence d’un développement durable, La Tour d’Aigues : Édi-
tions de l’aube, 2009, p. 16.

33 In 2010, the global GnP reached 62 trillion uS dollars.
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