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Economics 496 (Economics of Sustainability)           Fall 2014 
Donald J. Boudreaux                dboudrea@gmu.edu 
331 Enterprise Hall                 www.cafehayek.com 
 
 
OFFICE HOURS:  MTW, 10:00-11:30am; Th. 1:00-3:00pm, and by appointment.  I’m 
usually in my office also at hours other than these.  If I’m in my office at these other 
times and the door is open, just knock.  If I’m not busy with other pressing matters, 
I’ll be very happy to discuss the course or economics with you.    
 
PURPOSE OF COURSE:  In this course we’ll employ basic economic reasoning to 
explore the meaning of sustainability, as well as the perils and promises of 
alternative political and economic institutions available to promote sustainability.  
Specifically, we will compare the relative merits of the two predominant methods 
proposed for assuring a sustainable economy and environment: regulation by 
democratically elected governments versus regulation through private-property 
markets. 
 
GRADING: Your course grade will be based on (1) your cumulative score on the 
mid-term exam and the final exam (65%), (2) your class participation, including 
your paper critique (10%) [see below], and (3) your paper (25%). 
 

Exams: The mid-term will be administered on Wednesday, October 29th.  It 
will be worth 25 percent of your course grade.  The final exam will be administered 
on Monday, December 15th, starting sharply at 1:30pm.  It will be worth 40 percent 
of your course grade.  (You have the option to not take the mid-term, in which case 
your final exam will be worth 65 percent of your course grade.  I highly recommend 
that you do not exercise this option, although you will not be penalized if you do 
exercise it.)  Each exam will consist of a series multiple-choice questions and essay 
questions.  You must bring to each exam (1) a blue scantron sheet; (2) two 
bluebooks; and (3) a pencil for the scantron and a pen for the essay questions. 
 
The final exam is cumulative. 
 
 Paper:  I will assign a topic to each student, although I’ll take requests and 
try my best to fulfill those requests.  Your paper can vary in length, but I recommend 
anywhere from 8 to 15 double-spaced pages in 12-point font (that is, between 
roughly 2,000 and 4,000 words).  Your paper will (1) state the nature of the 
problem; (2) discuss the reality and severity of the problem; (3) review some 
existing proposals for dealing with the problem; and (4) offer and justify your own 
preferred means of dealing with the problem. 
 
You will present your paper in class (about 20 minutes), and I will assign 
beforehand a fellow student to offer a formal critique of your paper (about 10 
minutes).  (The critique need not be written.)  You will have to get your paper to me 
and to the other student at least five days prior to the day of your presentation. 

mailto:dboudrea@gmu.edu
http://www.cafehayek.com/


 2 

 
After we finish the lecture portion of the course (approximately the first half of the 
semester), we will turn to paper presentations and critiques.  There will be one 
presentation and critique per class, followed by class discussion. 
 
 
ASSIGNMENTS: In addition to the paper and paper critique (you will each do one of 
these), you are responsible for carefully studying all assigned readings and being 
prepared to discuss them in class.  So far, the assigned readings are as they appear 
on this syllabus, although I reserve the right to send to you, from time to time, short 
readings by e-mail. 
 
 
TOPICS FOR LECTURE: 
 
1) A Brief Economic History of the World 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WCLfai3kWoU 
 
 
2) Intro to Economics, Property Rights, and Public Choice 
 

Reading assignment: Richard Stroup, Eco-nomics. 
 
http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/PropertyRights.html 

 
 
3) What is Sustainable Development? 
 

http://www.iisd.org/sd/ 
 

http://www.worldbank.org/depweb/english/sd.html 
 

http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/pages/policy_and_research.html 
 

http://www.environmentmagazine.org/Editorials/Kates-apr05-full.html 
 

http://www.isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic203569.files/Solow.Sustain
ability_An_Economists_Perspective._1993.pdf 

 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WCLfai3kWoU
http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/PropertyRights.html
http://www.iisd.org/sd/
http://www.worldbank.org/depweb/english/sd.html
http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/pages/policy_and_research.html
http://www.environmentmagazine.org/Editorials/Kates-apr05-full.html
http://www.isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic203569.files/Solow.Sustainability_An_Economists_Perspective._1993.pdf
http://www.isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic203569.files/Solow.Sustainability_An_Economists_Perspective._1993.pdf
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4) Is the world getting dirtier and the environment more hazardous to human 
health? 
 

http://www.spiked-online.com/newsite/article/2714#.U_IUzl64lFI 
 
http://object.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/pubs/pdf/pa447.pdf 

 
  
5) Are resources limited? 
 

http://www.post2015hlp.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Rockstroem-
Sachs-Oehman-Schmidt-Traub_Sustainable-Development-and-Planetary-
Boundaries.pdf 

 
http://www.juliansimon.com/writings/Articles/POPENVI2.txt 
 
http://www.juliansimon.com/writings/Ultimate_Resource/TCHAQ01A.txt 

 
 
6) The Precautionary Principle 
 

http://www.sehn.org/pollan.html 
 
http://perc.org/articles/cautionary-tale 
 

 
 
PAPER AND PRESENTATION TOPICS: 
 
a) Raw materials 
 
b) Energy 
 
c) Land 
 
d) Air (excluding climate-change issues) 
 
e) Food 
 
f) Water 
 
g) Animal and plant species 
 
h) Climate change 
 
i) Landfill space 

http://www.spiked-online.com/newsite/article/2714#.U_IUzl64lFI
http://object.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/pubs/pdf/pa447.pdf
http://www.post2015hlp.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Rockstroem-Sachs-Oehman-Schmidt-Traub_Sustainable-Development-and-Planetary-Boundaries.pdf
http://www.post2015hlp.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Rockstroem-Sachs-Oehman-Schmidt-Traub_Sustainable-Development-and-Planetary-Boundaries.pdf
http://www.post2015hlp.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Rockstroem-Sachs-Oehman-Schmidt-Traub_Sustainable-Development-and-Planetary-Boundaries.pdf
http://www.juliansimon.com/writings/Articles/POPENVI2.txt
http://www.juliansimon.com/writings/Ultimate_Resource/TCHAQ01A.txt
http://www.sehn.org/pollan.html
http://perc.org/articles/cautionary-tale
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j) Population 
 
 
CLASS ATTENDANCE:   I do not take roll.  You are an adult.  I strongly urge you to 
attend each and every class, from beginning to end.  However, if you miss a class, I 
recommend that you get class notes from a reliable friend who did attend the class 
or classes that you missed.  While I am always willing – indeed, happy – outside of 
class to elaborate on any materials covered during the lectures, please do not expect 
me to repeat, or even to summarize, any lectures that you missed. 
 
Please do feel free to audio tape any or all of my lectures. 
 
Also, be sure that your GMU e-mail account is activated and that you check it 
regularly. 
 
 
HONOR CODE:   George Mason University has a rigorous honor code.  Please consult 
the student handbook to learn the expectations established by the honor code, as 
well as the procedures for its compliance and enforcement.  Obviously, absolutely 
no cheating – of any kind – will be tolerated.  Nothing excuses violations of the 
honor code. 
 
SPECIAL ACCOMMODATIONS: Students requiring special accommodations – 
because of documented disabilities – should see me as soon as possible to arrange 
these accommodations. 
 
 
ENJOY THE CLASS!  I HOPE THE LESSONS WILL BE SUSTAINED THROUGHOUT 
YOUR LIVES! 


