What Will You Pay Me for a Beautiful Sunset?
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Some thirty odd years ago, | don’t
have a record of when, my university
sent me to a conference in Latvia. It
must have been about sustainability
and the environment because | had a
slot to present the findings of my
thesis. There are but two things |
remember from that conference. The
first was a talk by a Russian
behavioural scientist who had with
him a white rabbit. The gist of his talk

was that by keeping such an animal as a pet, a child would be programmed to care about the
natural world. Perhaps. The second was when at the end of my talk a Danish delegate came up to
the podium, grabbed my arm and whispered to me “Ah, but what would you pay me for a beautiful
sunset?”

He obviously felt that the Contingent Valuation Method (CVM) | had been describing took no
account of intrinsic value or things that were “beyond price”. | had anticipated in my thesis
criticism along such lines (knowing the price of everything and the value of nothing, page 111),
but nevertheless | took the Dane’s words to heart. Such was theirimpact that | deviated from my
path to initiate a project that was to consume an inordinate amount of time -investigating the
valuation of music by choirboys. | had placed (wrongly as | now believe) music in the same
category as a beautiful sunset. Much has been learned by thinking through the difference.

CVM attempts to put a price on entities that are not normally traded, a beautiful sunset being an
obvious example with perhaps a stronger claim than a musical composition which can at least
be traded in the form of sheet music sales, journeys to rehearsals, salaries, concert tickets, CD
recordings or downloads. CVM had first been successfully employed in 1963 to estimate the
value placed on a particular wilderness area by both tourists and hunters in a Harvard thesis by
Robert K. Davis." CVM was one of a variety a variety of recognised econometric techniques | had
employed in my attempts to discover the value placed on the natural environment by the survey
subjects of my PhD, the millennium children. The use of the Willingness to Pay (WtP) criterion by
CVM is a red rag to critics such as Mark Sagoff? or more latterly George Monbiot®.

The argument is that a beautiful sunset is a true “public good”. Aside from the simple fact that it
is just beautiful, it cannot be bought, sold or traded, it is available to all with exclusion
technologies being impractical, and no matter how many people look at it, it remains the same
and undiminished. In this way, it differs from the air we breathe which might similarly be called a
public good were it not for the fact that one group’s access to it is subject to degradation by
another group’s misuse of it. Ultimately, this misuse crosses national boundaries and impacts
even the wealthiest, but nature has traditionally provided a highly effective air cleansing service



that includes, amongst other things the removal of unwanted carbon dioxide and the
replenishment of oxygen.

A substantial and growing body of opinion holds that unless we put a realistic price on this and
the other services freely provided by nature, we will undervalue them to the extent that we will
overuse them and fail to recognise what nature is doing for us. Ultimately, this over-use will
overwhelm the capacity of nature to replenish public goods, and this is indeed currently where
we are. Few with any knowledge of the topic disagree that atmospheric carbon is accumulating
significantly faster than the ability of natural systems to extract it. A similar crisis looms
imminently as water resources are plundered faster than the rate of replenishment by nature. We
are already seeing water bankruptcy and doubtless we shall see a lot more of it*. Disagreement
has centred around the role to be played by neoliberal market economics. Pricing the services
provided by nature will, according to those who favour such schemes as carbon trading, achieve
the sustainability that will permit the continued economic growth that neoliberal market
economics depends upon.

Others see inevitable failure because under-pricing of nature is an inescapable consequence of
the way in which neoliberal market economics works. Either nature is entirely priceless, in which
case the concept of pricing it is simply incoherent (“marmalade” and “gibberish” as George
Monbiot puts it®) or the true price of nature is so high that no market will be willing to pay it. Mark
Sagoff has argued along these lines for many years.

A $17 trillion dollar price tag on the oceans' work of "pure ablution round earth's human shores"
(as the poet John Keats described it) would price these services out of the market. According to
Pimm, people would not think these services are worth that kind of money: "In the short term,
many would not notice (and perhaps not care) what happens to the elements as they flow into the
ocean."®

The obvious questions to be asked are “what price?” and “who would be willing to pay?” These
seem to me both powerful and fundamental questions and they were ones | asked in my 1998
thesis. The answers | got were “too much” and “not enough people to make the necessary
difference”. These are not precise figures and that is their strength. Conventional quantitative
economics employs ratio scale data, supposedly in pursuit of powerful statistical modelling and
prediction. Some limited success has been claimed for quantitative pricing of “natural capital”.
The case of Costa Ricais commonly cited as a success in reversing deforestation through carbon
trading’. Unfortunately, the chances of the story of that country being replicated across the world
to the necessary extent within the available timescale are slender indeed, and even the success
story of Costa Rica has failed to overcome the problem of how public goods transcend national
boundaries and jurisdictions®.

Use of a deceptively simple ordinal scale in preference to a ratio scale reveals the true nature of
the problem we face. Certainly, the differences between ranked values might not be consistent,
but that is something we must recognise and live with. The relevant values are in any case
incommensurable.® We should pause to consider that a ratio scale of carbon trading benefits
might perhaps be an example of “rubbish in, rubbish out” no matter how sophisticated the
statistical methods. At the root of the problem lies a fundamental but common failure to
distinguish between value and values. Value probably does belong to the domain of economics.
As one source within environmental economics puts it “Price is what you pay, and value is what
you receive”'’. Seen the other way about through the lens of WtP, value is the price people are
prepared to pay to receive a given commodity or benefit. If the price is high, the commodity is



perceived as being of high value, whilst a high price paid for a commodity that does not
subsequently live up to expectations would represent poor value, very much the domain of
economics.

Values belong to a different domain, that of beliefs and attitudes. If we believe that nature has
not only intrinsic value but is beyond price, then that is one of our values. Neither beliefs nor
attitudes, and therefore by association, values can be quantified. Either | believe that nature and
biodiversity must come first, whatever the cost, or | do not. What then matters is how many
people share this belief, importantly, a quantity that translates into action and political will. This
must be what George Monbiot was thinking about when answering his own question “How else
canwe address the challenge of convincing those who do not share the same values as ourselves
of our case?”. Monbiot’s answer was simply that when we are trying to make a case to people who
just don’t care about the natural world, we cannot convince them to share our values and we
don’ttry. He argues, correctly in my view, that values, being attitude and belief driven, are hard if
not impossible to change.

| cannot attach the same level of approval though to the solution he offers of “mobilisation,
mobilisation and mobilisation”. He believes that this is the “only thing that works and the one
thing we just cannot be bothered to get off our bottoms to do”. Passionate rhetoric, perhaps, but
doomed to failure by the simple fact that not enough people share his values and almost certainly
never will, at least not in time to implement the impossibly demanding programme of mitigation
that is needed. Mobilisations such as Plane Stupid, Extinction Rebellion and Just Stop Oil, to
name but three that made headlines over the last two decades have at best marginal influence
where it matters — the manifestos of political parties that stand a realistic chance of power, and
the voting intentions of an electorate whose priorities can be ascertained by CVM. According to
Just Stop Oil, it was their direct action that won no new North Sea oil and gas licenses, though no
evidence is given to support this somewhat inflated claim. Assuming that Just Stop Oil
contributed, their response to the government consultation would have been one of 504
submitted by campaign groups along with 375 substantive responses by stakeholder
organisations."

Of more relevance to the present discussion is Just Stop Qil’s assertion that “We know how to
win, but it’s going to take all of us”.’> What exactly is meant or hoped for by “all of us”? Ordinal
scale measurements give little support to Monbiot’s contention that “mobilisation is the only
thing that works”. “What works” is the programme of a government in power, and what puts a
government in power, in a democracy at least, is the values of those entitled to vote. Certainly, we
should acknowledge that mobilisations by the committed have some impact, but CVM
consistently shows that though a recognisable minority (presumably including those taking part
in mobilisations) include biodiversity and climate change mitigation amongst their values, these
are ranked by random sampling WtP below health care, education and civic amenities. Similarly,
in voting intentions, cost of living, health and “the economy in general” are ranked significantly
above the environment and climate change.™

Whilst there is increasingly widespread acknowledgement even by the non-mobilised that global
heating is a real issue, there are two significant vulnerabilities. First and most immediately, a
change of government could readily reverse the victory claimed by Just Stop Oil. The portrayal
and perception of the current UK energy secretary as a net zero zealot is probably not helping and
the recent rapid escalation of fuel price and therefore cost of living caused by the blockade of the
Strait of Hormuz has emboldened those in favour of new North Sea drilling licences. An at least



plausible case is presented by the industry body Offshore Energies UK (OEUK) for new drilling
licenses linked to a longer-term sustainability strategy.™

The second and more challenging vulnerability is the consistent and overwhelming concern with
cost-of-living. The impending and inevitably escalating costs of recovery and reconstruction
imposed by new climate events render the never-had-it-so-good years of the post-war peace
dividend and the pre-2008 crash unlikely ever to return. The children growing up now are,
collectively, going to have to face the inflationary costs of the failure of governments elected by
their parents to recognise warnings such as that of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) that the
medium to longer term costs of not acting to address climate change are much higher than the
costs of acting.” Health, education, water and sanitation, electricity supply and road
infrastructure are singled out in this IMF report for detailed analysis and perhaps set an agenda
for WtP surveys though no mention is made of currently rising defence costs which look to rise
further in a world made less secure by global heating.

It is notable that health once again features first in the IMK agenda as everywhere else. The
relationship between biodiversity, climate and health is a complex one, with global heating being
increasingly seen in any case as a health issue.” At the level of the individual, there lies a
challenging WtP question. If your personal resources are limited (and diminishing) and you are
suffering from a serious and perhaps painful health condition, how would you rank medical
treatment and environmental conservation as personal priorities if you yourself had to pay for the
health care you needed?

It is unlikely that this burden will be equally shared. Alarming new eco-social divides were
envisaged in a 2020 study by Otto and Gugushvili.” Although new in one sense, the familiar
probability is that the burden will be shared unfairly, the already poor becoming poorer and the
already wealthy wealthier. For as long as the dominant ideology of neoliberal market economics
holds, welfare budgets will be a prime target for savings needed to fund recovery and rebuilding
costs out of what will likely be diminishing GDP. What then will be the value of a beautiful sunset?
The sun will continue to set each day for millions of years after the probable extinction of
humanity. My ability or indeed willingness to pay for it or otherwise is irrelevant to that fact.
Appreciation of its beauty is a value each individual may choose to recognise or not regardless of
external, material costs and regardless of the level of destruction wrought by climate events.
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