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UN goals fall short of Francis' vision
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A woman collects dirty water. to be put over produce at a vegetable market, from the polluted Buriganga River in
Dhaka. Bangladesh. March 19. A large swathe of the river has turned pitch-black with toxic waste, oil and chemicals
flowing into it from industrial units. {Newscom/ZUMA Press/KM Asad)
by Carmen G. Gonzalez
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ln late September, the United Nations will formally adopt the sustainable development goals that
establish an ambitious framework to combat poverty, inequality and environmental degradation over
the next 15 years.
The approval of the sustainable development goals follows on the heels of Pope Francis'
grow1dbreakir.g envirom11ental encyclical, "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common Horne," which
emphasizes the link between economic injustice and the alarming deterioration of the planet's
ecosystems.
As Francis explains, climate change, deforestation, loss of biodiversity, pollution of air and water, and
the export of toxic waste to poor countries pose serious threats to present and future generations and
to the planet's fauna and flora.
The primary cause of global environmental degradation is the profligate consumption of the planet's
resources by its wealthiest inhabitants. Twenty percent of the world's population currently consumes
approximately 80 percent of its resources, and generates 90 percent of its waste.
Francis points out that our economy turns people and nature into commodities to be exploited for
short-term gain and discarded when they are no longer useful. Efforts to protect the environment
through market mechanisms and technological fixes often exacerbate the problem by failing to
challenge an economic system based upon tl1e domination of nature that has increased inequality
within and between nations and has brought the planet's ecosystems to the brink of collapse.
Environmenta: degradation is a moral issue because its effects are borne disproportionately by those
who contrilrnted least to the problem and possess the fewest resources to protect themselves from
harm.
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As Francis observes, ''The depletion of fishing reserves especially hurts small fishing communities
without the means to replace these resources; water pollution particularly affects the poor who cam1ot
buy bottled water; and rises in the sea level mainly affect impoverished coastal populations who have
nowhere else to go."

by Michael Sean Winters f
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