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Abstract

A paper by Hueting in Ökologisches Wirtschaften 2011/4 can be commented on: (1) calculation
of environmentally Sustainable National Income (eSNI) is relatively cheap, (2) it is the best
measure compared to competitive measures, (3) scientists provide information and society
decides, while society tends to be at a loss when it doesn’t have the proper information, (4) hence
eSNI deserves focus attention.

Introduction

Hueting (2011) proposes a change of method at the national statistical bureau’s and the agencies
for the evaluation and forecasting of economic policy (in Germany the “Five Sages”). The current
figure of “national income” (NI) can first be adapted for asymmetric bookkeeping. Alongside of
that we can secondly create the additional figure of “environmentally sustainable national
income”(eSNI). The gap between NI-ex-asyms and eSNI would indicate whether the world
becomes grayer or greener. Colignatus (2009) discusses Hueting’s intellectual path. This allows
some selected comments to put the issue in more perspective.

A relatively cheap correction

A new reader might think that the calculation of eSNI would be very expensive. The cost of
modelling and collection of all these ecological data might seem prohibitive. However, it appears
that all relevant data are collected already for normal policy making. Governments already need
to keep track of clean air and water, and so on. The eSNI calculation is only a relatively small
modelling exercise at the top of the pyramid of the integration of statistical indicators. At
Statistics Netherlands the costs were only 0.25% of its budget. It would seem that such a cost
would be quite acceptable for such an important indicator.

The need for some focus

The power of Hueting’s analysis is that it is embedded in the tradition of economic theory and
established procedures on economic statistics. The world has a huge machine of statistics, see
UNSTAT. Hueting’s contribution to the environmental statistics base UN/SEEA is already well
accepted. This machine only requires a small nudge to also start producing the figure for eSNI.
This small nudge doesn’t yet come about because of a mere lack of focus by all actors involved.
The prime problem is that people don’t study Hueting’s work. It may be that some of his
scientific statements trigger the wrong reactions or push the wrong buttons. But the statements are
grounded in economic theory and statistical practice, and there is no other way than use those
precise words. Readers concerned about economics and the environment are advised to study
Hueting’s work to resolve their own misgivings.
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Tempting distractors

One problem seems to be that statisticians observe the present while the figure of eSNI depends
upon assumptions on preferences of present people about the future. If Hueting had worked at a
forecasting bureau he would have developed an analysis on the future, and the statistical
component would have been a corollary. Now Hueting worked at Statistics Netherlands and
developed the proper statistical approach, so that the assumptions on the future are a corollary.
The difference is immaterial. But it may take an additional round of explanation.

Hueting’s analysis has long fallen into a gap between economists who neglected the environment
and environmentalists who disliked economics. Now that the world can actually observe how the
climate is changing, there is more attention for environmental economics. Still, there are all kinds
of indicators, like the footprint, genuine progress, etcetera, that destroy focus. Statisticians aren’t
front page people and may not be seen by professors at the academia who want to have their
publications. The front page statistician by exception is Bjørn Lomborg but he does not refer to
Hueting’s work. Recently there is a lot of attention for “happiness”, but ecological survival is a
prerequisite that then apparently is neglected. Authors writing about happiness could be advised
to focus on getting eSNI accepted first amongst economists, statisticians, policy makers and the
general public who currently are quite misled by using only NI.

One group of researchers proposes to abolish NI altogether but it would seem that this kind of
academic discussion is better done while NI and eSNI are smoothly running in the background.
Governments needed a figure like NI since they needed more overview to manage our ever
complexer societies. NI has been hugely beneficial. But the new scarcity of the ecology requires
an adaptation in this method, so simple is the issue.

How to do science

Hueting’s work can be understood in the tradition of Leibniz or Dutch economics Nobelprize
winner Jan Tinbergen, with the spirit “Let us sit down and look at the formula’s” (no quote). The
theory and data of eSNI are not fully complete yet in the same manner that NI is not fully
complete and requires regular revisions. All of this is work in progress but it still is scientifically
warranted also because of this attitude. Obviously Hueting as a person cares much about the
environment and the ecological dangers for huge sections of the world population. Who reads his
work will note this care but also how he focusses on what is scientifically warranted. The role of
the scientist is to provide information, and it is up to democratic society to decide. If society
doesn’t have the proper information however it can only guess at its policy and instruments. Thus
the scientific ethic of creating the required information is essential.

Over the last decades, the non-Leibniz and more Anglosaxon attitude of the debating society has
grown in prominence. A recent book title is “Science as a contact sport” (by Stephen Schneider,
though I haven’t read it). In a world of uncertainty, let the best debater win, is the idea. My
suggestion is to be openminded. Debating can be enlightening but Leibniz better has the last
word. When writing Colignatus (2009) I was amazed how many hurdles Hueting had to
overcome created by scientists who did not sit down and study the formulas. The story of Global
Warming is not only a story of an economy spinning out of control but also a story of disarray in
the scientific community. We can learn from that. Thus, our attitude and eSNI go hand in hand.
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