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Course Description: 

Over the years, we have become increasingly aware of the environmental challenges facing 

humanity.  Unlike past generations that were either unaware of, or unconcerned with the 

environmental challenges, many in this generation are convinced that something must be done.  

We may have been convinced by stories of sheep grazing along the southern tip of South 

America that are developing cataracts resulting from the ultraviolet radiation pouring in through 

the Ozone hole.  Perhaps it is stories of two headed fishes being discovered in Taiwan.  Or the 

recognition that each year, China loses approximately 15.6 thousand km
2
 of grasslands to 

desertification.  Indeed, every day we can find a new environmental disaster in the headlines.  

From global climate change to rainforest destruction, ozone depletion and loss of biodiversity, 

the list is long. 

 

At the same time, we are also being constantly reminded of the immense gap between wealthy 

"developed" countries and poor "less developed" countries.  There is general recognition that this 

gap must be closed, or at least minimized.  However, there are widely differing views regarding 

possible means to achieve this.  The currently dominant neo-liberal economic model demands 

rapid economic growth as a solution to poverty.  However, critics argue that rapid economic 

growth bring with it, among other things, environmental degradation.   

 

How can the international community reconcile the tensions inherent in the nexus of “closing the 

gap” and protecting the environment?  This course explores these tensions and efforts being 

made to identify solutions. The course does not offer solutions.  Rather it explores current 

thinking on the challenge while providing students with tools to begin developing their own 

ideas.   

 

This course counts as both an IR and Comparative Politics course.  This reflects the wide reach 

of environmental issues.  Environmental issues impact directly on relations among states (e.g. 

international environmental agreements).  Environmental issues also present challenges within 

specific countries (how different countries address similar challenges, e.g. deforestation or soil 

degradation), providing insights into the nature of political institutions and their effectiveness.  

This course also meets the social sciences requirement for the Environment Studies minor. 

 

The Course consists of three sections: 

 

1. Theories of Environment and Development: Students will become conversant in current 

theories relevant to the environment-development debate.  What are the strengths and 

weaknesses of existing theories, and how have these theories been adapted to include 

consideration of new and growing environmental challenges? 



2. Major Environment-Development Challenges to the Planet: Students will be able to identify 

the major forces affecting the global environment and the various impacts on developing and 

developed countries. 

3. Efforts to reconcile environment and development: Students will become familiar with the 

inter-governmental institutions, non-governmental organizations and governmental 

organizations that have responded to the environment-development challenges.  What have 

been the responses and why have they/have they not been effective?  

 

Requirements 

 

Participation (10%): This course depends on active student participation.   Attendance policy: 

More than two unexcused absences will decrease your participation mark by 3% of your 

participation grade for each unexcused absence.  Thus, a 95 (A) becomes a 92 (A minus) etc. 

 

Midterm Exam (25%): Students will illustrate their grasp of the major terms, concepts and  

theories in the Environment-Development field. 

 

Final Exam (35%): Students will write a final exam composed of short answer and essay 

questions.  

 

Writing Assignment:  

 

General information: 

The writing assignment will be submitted electronically via safeassign (Bb).  It will include a 

cover page with your name, title of the assignment, name and number of the course, the date and 

word count.   All pages (though not the cover page) will be numbered.  Exceeding the word 

count by more than 250 words will result in a lower mark. 

 

The paper will be considered on time if received on May 2
nd

  before the start of class via 

Safeassign.  Anything later will be penalized at 3% of the paper grade per day.  I will send an 

email acknowledging receipt of your paper.  If you do not receive acknowledgment within 72 

hours, assume I did not receive the paper and contact me immediately. 

 

Research Project: 2,500-3,000 word writing assignment (25%) and presentation (5%).  

 Presentations are graded on individual effort as well as on the group’s success in  

imparting information and leading class discussion.  

 

Any form of plagiarism will result in a failing grade for the paper (and possible further action). 
 

Academic Integrity section in the Advising Handbook: www.newpaltz.edu/acadadv 

 

College Recommended ADA Statement: Students with documented physical, learning, psychological and other 
disabilities are entitled to receive reasonable accommodations.  If you need classroom or testing accommodations, 

please contact the Disability Resource Center (SUB 205; 257-3020).  

 

Required Text: 

http://www.newpaltz.edu/acadadv


Ken Conca and Geoffrey D. Dabelko (eds.), Green Planet Blues (4
th
 edition) (Westview 

Press, 2010). (Book Store) (in the syllabus, appears as GPBs). 

 

Many of the course reading appear in Blackboard (Bb). 

 

Texts of potential interest: 

 The World Watch Institute, State of the World 20XX  (New York: WW Norton). These 

are annual reports. 

 Mark Hertsgaard, Earth Odyssey (New York: Broadway Books, 1999). 

 Meadows, Meadows, Rander and Behrens (eds.) The Limits to Growth (New York: 

Signet, 1975). 

 World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1987).  

 Bjorn Lomborg, The Skeptical Environmentalist: Measuring the Real State of the Planet  

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).  

World Development Report 2010: Development and Climate Change 
http://wdronline.worldbank.org/ 

 

Section one: Theories of Environment and Development 
 

Jan. 24: Introduction to the course – handout (Maldives) and radio clip on Environment- 

 Development (The Economist). 

Class discussion: Why focus on the environment-development debate at all? What are  

the main issues being debated?  What "baggage" are we bringing to the debate and how  

does this baggage impact our ability to frame and study environment-development  

issues?  

 

Jan. 27: What is all the hullabaloo?  Is there a problem? Who benefits from the way we  

 identify environmental problems?    

Read: "Prologue: Playing the Sorcerer's Apprentice," Earth Odyssey pp. 1-16 (Bb).  

GPBs pp. 1-10.   

Prepare for In-Class Exercise: Complete the Ecological Footprint quiz twice (Bb) – 

once as yourself, and once as a person in a less developed country.  Bring results to class.    

 

Development Theory: 

 

Jan. 31: What is Development? How do we define development? How does our definition  

 influence the way we understand relative development? 

 Read: Marglin, “Development as Poison,” Harvard International Review (2003). 

Goulet, “Development: Creator and Destroyer of Values,” World Development (1992) 

(Bb) 

 

Feb. 3: Development I:  Engaging the Development theory debate 

Read: Leys, Chapter 1 (Bb) 

 

Feb. 7: Development II: New Ideas in Development theory 

http://wdronline.worldbank.org/


Read: Schurman, Beyond the Impasse, chp. 1 (Bb). 

           Collier, The Bottom Billion, chp. 1. (Bb), chp. 11 (optional) (Bb). 

After reading Collier, view video clip at home: Paul Collier - “the Bottom Billion”  (Bb) 

 

*GROUPS ESTABLISHED* 

 

Environment Theory: 

 

Feb. 10, 14: Limits to Growth? The Malthusean School – Justified Doomsday Scenarios or  

 Simply Scare Tactics?   

Read: GPBs chp. 1 (The Limits to Growth)  

 Thomas Malthus, An Essay on the Principles of Population vol. I  (Cosimo  

 Classics 1798 & 2007): Chp. 1. Chp. 2 (optional) (Bb)  

 Ophuls and Stephan, “Ecology and the Politics of Scarcity Revisited” (Bb) 

In class - video clip: Meadows on “the limits”. 

 

Feb. 17: Tragedy of the Commons - Human induced Limits? 

Read: GPBs, chp. 3, 4. 

In Class video: Naomi Klein, Addicted to Risk (TED) 

 

Feb. 21: No limits to GROWTH: New Growth Theorists (Cornucopians). 

 Read: Julian Simon (Bb).   

 Earth Report 2000: Revisiting the True State of the Planet, chp. 1 (E-book, Bb) 

 I=PAT rejected (Bb) 

 PeakOilFalse (Bb, optional) 

 For more on I=PAT and related arguments see Ann Ehrilch in Pirages (Bb, optional) 

 

Feb. 24: Developing Countries, the environment, and the “right to development” – Is 

development an option? 

 Read: GPBs, chp. 2 

            Panayotou, (Bb) READ sections 1, 2, 7 (3 recommended; 4, 5, 6 optional). 

 

Connecting Development & Environment: 

 

Feb. 28, March 3: Sustainable Development – what is it and is it a useful concept?  

 Read:  GPBs chp. 16, 17, 18. 

  Daly SusDev (Bb) – note in particular the summary from pg. 40. 

  Scientific American (Bb) 

 

March 7: Threats and Priorities (20 minute video) Bjorn Lomborg on what our priorities  

should be. Prepare to engage and discuss the ideas raised by Lomborg and by Diamond.  

How do they inter-link and how do they inform our conversation? 

 READ: Jared Diamond, Collapse: Prologue (Bb) 

 

March 10: Mid-term Exam (concepts and theories learned to this point) 

 



March 14: Review/catch-up day 

 

March 17: Combining Environment and Development Theories: Broad-based Sustainable  

 Development. What is BBSD and how is it measured?   

Read: Weaver, Rock and Kusterer, chp. 1 (Bb).  Also read about the Human 

Development Index developed by the UN Development Program (UNDP) (Bb) 

 

Consider: What are the indicators the two models use (HDI and BBSD)? What proxies 

do they use?  What would you do differently?   

 

March 28, 31: Employing Indices: In groups (TBD) our goal is to explore if there exists a 

correlation between Environmental Performance and Human Development.  Do countries that 

score “high” on Human Development ALSO score “high” on Environmental Performance?   

 Method: handout provided. 

 

Read: 2010 Environmental Performance Index (at minimum pp. 6-10, ideally through pg. 18).  

Bring the rankings (pg. 8) to class.  

Environment Performance Index (2010) (Bb).  

Human Development Index (2010) (Bb). 

 

Section 2: Major Environment-Development Challenges to the Planet 
 

April 4: Environment and Security:  Is Environment a security issue?  

Read: GPBs, chp. 21, 22, 23. 

 

April 7: Environment and Security Continued: Environmental Scarcity and Violent  

 Conflict? Case study - The Gaza Strip (Bb) 

  

April 11: Population and Sustainable Development – Do we need population controls?  

Read: Perceiving the Population Bomb (Bb); 

Phillip Longman, "The Global Baby Bust," Foreign Affairs (2004): 64-79 (Bb). 

DemenyPopulation (optional Bb) 

Check ECOSOC population trends (Bb)  

 In class video clip: Johan Rockstrom (July 2010).  

 

April 14: Climate Change and Development – reconciling the two? 

Read: World Development Report 2010: Development and Climate Change, Front  

 matter, pp. xx-xxi, Overview (Bb). 

 Interested in NYC preparation for climate change? (OPTIONAL Bb)  

In class video clip: James Hansen (2008). 

April 21: Case study: China’s Environment  and development  

 Read: McKibben “The Great Leap” (Bb) 

  China Ecological Footprint Report 2010, chp. 1-2 (Bb) 

Optional – the NY Times 2007-8 series on Environment Challenges to China 

titled “Choking on Growth” (Bb). 

In class video clip: Environmental Costs of China’s growth  



 

Section 3: Role of Institutions and Actors in Environment And Development 

 
April 25: Globalizing Environment and Development I: The State and Global Environmental 

Institutions  

Read: GPBs, chps. 5, 9.  

 

April 28: Globalizing Environment and Development II.  Gender, Environment and  

Development 

Read: “Women and Sustainable Development” (Bb). 

In class video: Women, Environment & Development NGO 

 

May 2: Group preparation day  

*papers due by start of class today* 
 

May 5, 9: Group research presentations 

 
Final Exam: Thursday, May 19, 2011, 12:30-2:30 

 

 

Paper and Presentation 
 

Research Project (30%) - Case Studies 

In groups of 6-8 (depending on class size), students will develop a deeper understanding of a 

specific environment-development challenge in a particular country (for ideas, view “Willie 

Smits Restores a Rainforest” on TED.com –Smits describes how biodiversity, Orangutans and 

the local human populations all benefit from rainforest restoration). The environment-

development challenge will be identified in advance by the group and must receive instructor 

approval before Spring break.  This will require attending my office hours. 

 

Each group member will write an independent research paper on the specific country identified 

by his/her group. Towards the end of the term, each group will present their results to the class.  

The research papers will be the basis for the presentation.  

 

Your presentation (5%)/paper (25%) should:  

a. Describe the nature of the environmental problem being considered from a basic scientific 

perspective.  You should also include a good backgrounder on the country being studied. 

b. Identify the developmental prerogative - explaining the reasoning for the continued 

environmental exploitation. 

c. Identify any actions taken - domestic or international - to address the tensions between the 

environment and development aspects of the case.  Who are the actors involved and what are 

they doing? 

d. Clearly identify the different perspectives taken by the various stakeholders.  What are the 

reasons for the differences?  This should be a central part of your presentation/paper. 



e. Given what you know about the politics involved, assess the prospects for a resolution or 

mediation of the environment-development challenge in your chosen country (strive to 

develop a creative, yet feasible solution to the challenge).   

 

Logistics:  

a.  Groups - Students will form groups in week 3. Time will be set aside during class for the 

groups to meet.  Each group will then develop a topic proposal.   

 

b.  Presentations - Each group will present the findings of its research to the class on the day 

assigned for the particular topic.  On that day, the group is responsible for leading a 1/2 hour 

lecture/discussion.  How you choose to present your material and run the class is up to your 

group.  But it is imperative that a significant portion of your presentation center around the 

positions of the various stakeholders (i.e. interest groups) and your proposed solution.  

 

For this to be effective, your group should meet in advance of your presentation day (one class 

period will be set aside for preparation, though this alone will be insufficient).  Your job is to 

introduce the class to the various options your group members have identified for resolving the 

environment-development challenge you studied. Be prepared to defend your solution in class.  

 

c.  Class Readings - Each team should select one or two readings (not to exceed 25 pages in 

total) on your topic.  Provide me a copy of the readings at least two weeks prior to your 

presentation (ideally in electronic form).  I will place the readings on Blackboard.  These will be 

REQUIRED reading for the class, and may be included in the final exam. 

 

The Research Paper:  

Papers will be 2,500-3,000 words in length.  They will address the issues outlined above.  

Additionally, they will be properly cited and include a complete bibliography of sources.  

(Citations may be noted either parenthetically, within the body of the text, or using footnotes or 

endnotes. Poor citation practices and/or bibliography will lower your grade.)  

 

In writing the papers, students should refer to a minimum of six scholarly sources (above and 

beyond class readings).  Use of websites and newspapers is acceptable, though these will not 

count as scholarly sources.  Group members are encouraged to discuss their research together 

and exchange ideas.  However, solutions MUST be independent.    

 

Questions?  Contact me. 


