
The VOTE Textbook 

Student Notes 

Chapter 14:  The Environment 
 
 
Opening Story: The mousetrap 
 
The natural environment includes land, water, air, living organisms, and nonliving 
things such as minerals and soil. Natural resources are the materials we use from 
the natural environment to produce goods and services.  
 

The Golden Moment 
Shared Problem: Polluted air, water, and land can be dangerous 
Shared Goal: Breathable air, drinkable water, and habitable land 

 

 
 

Ecosystem: An interconnected community of diverse organisms and nonliving 
things that coexist in a specific environment.   
 
Ecological Resilience: An ecosystem is able to adapt to disturbances and still be 
viable, which means support organisms that live in it.  
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Pollution Abatement (PA): Measures taken to prevent and/or clean up the 
byproducts of production (by filtering, scrubbing, incinerating, composting, 
etc.).   
 

Shared Tools: Tragedy of the Commons 
 

It is impossible to produce without having an environmental impact. Firms 
don’t naturally produce in ways that create the lowest possible levels of 
pollution because of the tragedy of the commons. The commons are the 
natural resources that are accessible to all and affect the whole community. 
The tragedy of the commons occurs when firms are allowed to use the 
commons without restrictions (“open access”), resulting in those natural 
resources being overused and abused, and ultimately becoming unusable.  
 
Each perspective claims it can solve the tragedy of the commons and ensure 
ecological resilience. 

 
Conventional Tools: Negative Externalities and Cost-Benefit Analysis 
 

In any market there are suppliers and demanders. But there are also people 
and firms that are neither suppliers nor demanders who may be directly or 
indirectly affected by the pollution resulting from  production.  

 
Negative Externalities are costs imposed on those third parties. Because 
negative externalities are not taken into account, society gets the wrong price 
signals. As a result, resources are misallocated and we end up with the wrong 
quantities of goods and services. This is called a market failure. 

 



 The VOTE Textbook, Student Notes, Chapter 14, Page 3 

 
 

 
 

Cost-Benefit Analysis is the tool used to determine how much pollution 
abatement is best, given society’s needs and scarce resources. Comparing the 
marginal cost to the marginal benefit, we continue to engage in pollution 
abatement until the Marginal Cost (MC) exceeds the Marginal Benefit (MB), 
which looks like MC > MB.  
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Liberals and conservatives agree that cost-benefit analysis is the best way to 
determine the appropriate level of pollution abatement. But they disagree 
about what should be included in the “benefits” column. 
 
Conservatives say if we consider those who are indirectly affected by the 
pollution (“downstream effects”), there will be no logical end and it will be 
impossible to make anything other than pollution abatement with our 
resources.   
 
Liberals say if we don’t consider those who are indirectly affected by the 
pollution (“downstream effects”), the level of pollution abatement will be 
inadequate because third parties who are affected will be severely 
underrepresented.   
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Radical Tools: Unsustainable Growth and Sustainable Development 
 

Radicals use the six core points as tools to analyze economic issues.  
 

• Ownership 

• Governance 
• Meeting people’s basic material needs 

• Production 
• Sustainability 
• Communities 

 
Radicals select the core point that makes the most sense for a particular issue. 
For the environment, it is sustainability.   

 
Drill down into sustainability in capitalism: 
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Drill down into sustainability in democratic socialism: 
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Discussion Story: Cleveland’s Cuyahoga River 
 
Understanding the Environment 
 

The human footprint is the impact that our activities have on nature. We 
experiment and make new discoveries, but we can’t anticipate all the 
consequences of our inventions.  
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Total Municipal Solid Waste 

 

 
 

Plastic and the Environment  
 

 
 

Water Pollution 
 

In 2016, the EPA estimated that the drinking water of 63 million Americans 
was tainted with lead and other pollutants.  
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My carbon footprint is the total amount of greenhouse gases generated by my 
actions.  
 

 
 
Three-in-One Activity: “Tragedy of the Commons” 
 

The goal is to achieve ecological resilience from each perspective.  
 
Percentage of Pollution Abatement in the Lake 
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Voices on The Environment 
 

Radical 
 

Response to discussion story: In capitalism, rivers become fire hazards 
because the drive for profit forces firms to choose between staying in 
business or destroying natural resources.  
 
Voice: Pages 522-526 
Summary: Page 527 
Talking Points: Page 527 
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Liberal 
 

Response to discussion story: The government didn’t set limits on how the 
river was used. Only with a strong public-private partnership can natural 
resources be protected. 
 
Voice: Pages 529-533 
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Summary: Page 534 
Talking Points: Page 535 
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Conservative 
 

Response to discussion story: No one owned the river, so firms took 
advantage and trashed it. Natural resources are best protected when they 
are owned privately. 
 
Voice: Pages 536-540 
Summary: Page 541 
Talking Points: Page 542 
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Shared Outcome: Breathable air, drinkable water, and habitable land.  
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