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U.S. Environmental Policy from a Theological Perspective

Overview of U.S. Environmental Policies and International Environmental Treaties


Over the past forty years, the United States, along with the global community, has gradually awakened to the harm that human industrial practices have wrought on the environment.  Many laws have been passed, some with the desired results.  In addition, international treaties have been enacted to combat problems caused by pollution.


According to the EPA, the Clean Air Act was enacted in 1963 to deal with issues of air pollution, acid rain, and protection of the stratospheric ozone layer.  It was amended in 1990 to deal more effectively with toxic air pollution.  The Clean Air Act uses market principles to encourage both citizens and companies to work for cleaner air, and is intended to cut U.S. dependency on foreign oil.
 


The National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 was originally intended to be a guide for U.S. environmental and public policy.  The act itself states that its purpose is to:

· “fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding generations;

· assure for all Americans safe, healthful, productive, and aesthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings;

· attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk to health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences;

· preserve important historic, cultural, and natural aspects of our national heritage, and maintain, wherever possible, an environment which supports diversity, and variety of individual choice;

· achieve a balance between population and resource use which will permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of life's amenities; and 

· enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling of depletable resources.”
 

The purpose of this act, then, is to force governmental agencies to consider the environment when enacting policy, and to keep the next generation in mind when considering the environment.  The Resource Conservation and Recovery Act was enacted in 1976 and is related to the NEPA, and its objective is to “protect health and the environment and to conserve valuable material and energy resources.”


The Clean Water Act, enacted in 1972, regulates wastewater discharge and gives grants for treatment facilities.  Closely related to the Clean Water Act is the Safe Drinking Water Act of 1974, which requires that water treatment facilities test their water, and established standards for drinking water safety.


The U.S. has enacted several other policies, including the Toxic Substances Control Act of 1976, the  Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act of 1980 (a fund for the cleanup of hazardous chemicals), the Hazardous and Solid Waste Amendments of 1984, which banned the dumping of hazardous chemicals into landfills, and the Water Quality Act of 1987, which regulated stormwater drainage.


In addition to these forty years of acts by the U.S. government to try to deal with the global environmental crisis, the U.S. has signed two international environmental treaties:  the Montreal Protocol of 1987 and the Kyoto Protocol of 1997.


The Montreal Protocol was enacted to deal with the issue of the ozone hole.  Many pollutants, namely clorofluorocarbons (CFCs) were banned, along with other ozone-depleting materials.  This protocol initiated a process of phasing these harmful, man-made chemicals out of use in developed countries; developing countries were given an extra ten years to comply.  The original treaty of 1987 called for a phase-out of 50% of these chemicals by the year 2000; at the 1990 meeting in London, this was amended to call for a phase-out of 100% of these chemicals by the year 2000.  In Copenhagen in 1992, it was decided that all ozone-depleting pollutants be phased out by 1996.
  Kofi Annan, former secretary general of the United Nations, said that “Perhaps the single most successful international agreement to date has been the Montreal Protocol.”
 


The Kyoto Protocol was enacted to initiate an international program of the reduction of greenhouse gases, which are the cause of global warming.  This protocol places a heavier burden on developed countries because they are more able to pay for the cost of cutting their greenhouse gas emissions, and because they have “historically contributed more to the problem by emitting larger amounts of greenhouse gases per person than in developing countries.”
   Though President Bill Clinton signed the Kyoto Protocol, the senate did not ratify it; under President George W. Bush, the Kyoto Protocol has been pushed aside completely.  Because the United States did not ratify the Kyoto Protocol, its rules do not apply.  The reason given for non-compliance on the part of the U.S. are that the economy would suffer.
    One hundred seventy-eight countries have ratified the Kyoto Protocol and have put it into action, and some of those countries were not a part of the original treaty and never actually signed the Protocol.  However, the U.S. seems to be the only country that has signed the Kyoto Protocol but has made it clear to the international community that it does not intend to ratify it or to put it into effect.

☼

Theological Reflection on Environmental Policy

Luke 10:25-37

The Good Samaritan

25Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus, ‘Teacher,’ he said, ‘what must I do to inherit eternal life?’ 26He said to him, ‘What is written in the law? What do you read there?’ 27He answered, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.’ 28And he said to him, ‘You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.’

29 But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, ‘And who is my neighbor?’ 30Jesus replied, ‘A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead. 31Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. 32So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33But a Samaritan while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 34He went to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 35The next day he took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, “Take care of him; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.” 36Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?’ 37He said, ‘The one who showed him mercy.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Go and do likewise.’

How can we look theologically at environmental policy and action?


For many in congregational contexts it is not a stretch to assert that creation is good and we are called by God to be good stewards of this creation.  We can get on board with that.  We can even get on board (and stay on board) with personal and communal practices for conserving energy and resources, and being creative with new ways of living that reflect good stewardship and concern for our planet.  There are many tangible and quick changes that can be done, such as replacing light-bulbs and getting into the practice of shutting off lights when leaving a room or shutting off water while brushing our teeth. 


Becoming involved in environmental policy seems to be more of a challenge.  The why, what, and how-tos can seem daunting.  


The story of the Good Samaritan is a story that many within and outside of the Christian tradition are familiar with.  There are many layers and angles one can take from this story. In it, we are witnesses to hefty questions – What must I do to inherit eternal life? Who is my neighbor?  


We also witness the different ways in which one responds to another who is wounded and in need.  One response is to “pass by on the other side,” to see the wounds of another and choose to ignore them for whatever reason, as we read of the first two. 


The ‘Good Samaritan’ responds differently. 


A risk is taken.  A stop is made. Without waiting for another to stop by first, the Samaritan attends to the wounded, beaten, and stripped – the one in need, who by the need is the neighbor.  Not only does the Samaritan attend to the wounds, but the wounded is not left on the road in same dangerous position.  Rather, the Samaritan moves the injured one to the shelter of the inn, cares for him, and also makes plans with the inn-keeper for care to continue, for the healing to continue, for health to be restored.  


There are many ways we can reflect on this story in light of environmental policy. All scientific data and knowledge show us that our stripped and beaten Earth is in an emergency situation.  In emergency situations, waiting for others to approve or to lead the way is not helpful to the one hurting.  Healing and restoration is also multi-layered. Attending to the acute damage is absolutely necessary.  So also, attending to the context and working for contextual change is necessary to safe-guard against further injury and hurt.  The Samaritan’s concern for his hurting neighbor's love and care was both holistic and wholistic.  It included taking a step further than applying bandages and oil.  It included bold and risky steps further down the path to ensure more full healing and restoration. And we are called to “go and do likewise.” 


The following portion addresses how we can do so in the care for our planet as individuals and communities.

☼

What Can We Do…?

We’ve begun to learn more about the various U.S. and International environmental legislation, policies and protocols. we’ve looked at some of the faith implications for why these are important to our lives as Christian communities and individuals. But it’s possible that you may still be asking yourself, “But what can we do?” The following is a brief summary of just a few of the almost-limitless number of possibilities. Hopefully they will be helpful as a sort of “jump start” for concrete action and program possibilities for both individuals and congregations.

…As A Congregation?

· You’ve made a great start by having a study group focus on this topic! But, don’t let your momentum die out.

· Go even more in depth and study the actual text of each piece of legislation. We’ve provided a beginning bibliography (mainly of websites) to get you started.

· Create a bulletin board in your social hall where newspaper articles, ideas & suggestions for action, and other materials can be placed for people to see.

· Host a letter-writing campaign in your congregation. Gather a number of interested people together and make environmental policy letter-writing a group endeavor! It’s best to offer a sample letter from which people can work for contacting your local, state and national legislators. The Lutheran World Relief website can be of service in planning for this. See their “Tips for Letter Writing,” at http://lwr.org/advocacy/lettertips.asp#letters. 

· Invite a knowledgeable person or group to present on the topic at a congregational event – or even better, a public forum advertised throughout the wider community. Possibilities include: one of your legislators; someone from your state’s Lutheran Public Policy Office (http://archive.elca.org/advocacy/state/); a local environmentally-focused club, NGO or other organization representative (such as the Sierra Club, to offer just one example).

…As Individuals?

· Write a letter to the editor of your local newspaper.

· Write to your local, state or national legislators (see LWR link in the Congregations section).

· Seek out other like-minded individuals so that you can offer one another support and encouragement, as well as sharing ideas.

· Get involved in an environmental organization that focuses its time, energy and recourses in the realm of public policy. Or…join an environmental group with the express interest in moving that group to become more involved in policy matters.

☼

Study Questions

Use these questions to help focus the discussion of your group. These are only a few of the many possible directions your discussion might take. Feel free to use the questions as they are presented or to adapt them to the needs of your group.

· Do you think that United States legislation does enough to ensure that we take our appropriate share of responsibility in caring for Creation? Why or why not? What about state and local government policy?

· Would you consider the U.S. a leader in environmental protection on the international scene? If so, what examples can you offer in support? If not, what could we be doing better, and who is an international leader?

· Why is it important for Christian individuals and communities to take an active interest in caring for God’s Creation? Is it necessary for this interest and concern to carry over into the sphere of political involvement?

· What is the church’s role in helping to guide the public policy decisions made by local and national governments and international bodies? 

· When individuals within our congregation have different beliefs as to appropriate environmental policy, how do we continue to have conversation in spite of our differences?

· Finally, don’t forget to spend a good deal of time planning your “what next?” steps with the group. Using the “What Can We Do…?” section as a guide, or with your own creative ideas prepare to move forward and continue in your commitment to care for God’s Creation.
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