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The Americas are poised on
the threshold of a new era in
which knowledge, broadly
construed, will become a ma-
jor organizing principle for
sustainable human develop-
ment. A Western Hemisphere
Knowledge Partnership 21 is
proposed to harness and share
exploding knowledge during
the 21st century. The path to a
prosperous, sustainable, and
equitable society is long,
winding, and difficult, but a
start can now be made with a
knowledge-based and human-
centered strategy. This strategy
empowers individuals to renew
rather than degrade the physi-
cal and biological environ-
ment, and to enrich rather than
impoverish the social and cul-
tural environment.

Entry into this knowledge
society will require new pat-
terns of collaboration among
the scholarly disciplines. New
modes of partnership must
also be established among all

levels of government, acade-
mia, business and industry,
and local community organiza-
tions.

These new vistas for human
development are made pos-
sible by revolutionary commu-
nications technologies for dis-
seminating information and
distributing knowledge to indi-
viduals everywhere. The new
technologies represent a fusion
of rapidly advancing physical
sciences and innovations in
engineering. Coupled with dra-
matic advances under way in
the biological and health sci-
ences, and the promise of fur-
ther developments in the social
sciences and humanities, these
technologies bring within
reach the pursuit of a new vi-
sion for society.

The vision is a society in
which all of the basic human
needs and a fair share of hu-
man wants can be met by
successive generations while
maintaining a healthy, physi-

cally attractive, and biologi-
cally productive environment.

Substantial gains in the eco-
nomic productivity of indi-
viduals (gross domestic prod-
uct per capita, GDP/cap) in an
environmentally friendly man-
ner will be necessary to meet
the presently unfulfilled basic
needs of many individuals in
the Americas. The finite carry-
ing capacity of planet Earth
demands a corresponding cur-
tailment in the demographic
growth that also contributes to
an increasing stress on that
carrying capacity.

The ultimate state of society
will be a stable population in
which all of the basic human
needs and a fair share of hu-
man wants are met by every-
one — everywhere. This goal
will be accomplished within
the finite carrying capacity of
the planetary environment.
Critical issues of ethics and
human values will be involved
in determining a “fair share of

human wants:” All of the do-
mains of knowledge will have
to participate in these deci-
sions.

Clearly, a broadly based
knowledge strategy is in or-
der. The pillars of that strat-
egy are: (a) the discovery of
knowledge through research,
(b) integration of knowledge
through interdisciplinary col-
laboration, (c) dissemination
of knowledge through educa-
tion re-interpreted as life-long
learning, and (d) application
of integrated knowledge
through cooperation between
the public and private sectors.
The knowledge in these pil-
lars includes an understanding
of the nature of matter, of liv-
ing organisms, of energy, of
information, and of human
behavior, as well as the inter-
action among these topics.

But this strategy must be
human centered. Individuals
empowered by life-long learn-
ing will be the prime movers.
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The power of the new com-
munications technologies to
reach individuals directly
makes possible this important
part of the overall strategy.

An experiment is proposed
to demonstrate the power of
knowledge to pursue this new
vision. The potential of the
Western Hemisphere to be the
venue for this experiment is
attractive. The present situation
and future prospects of the
sixteen countries originally in-
volved in the InterAmerican
Institute for Global Change
Research (IAI) represent a mi-
crocosm of the world. The
United States and Canada are
industrial nations. Their com-
bined populations and econo-
mies in 1991 were 280 million
and $6 trillion, respectively.
Their combined individual
economic productivity DGP/
cap was $22 thousand annu-
ally. The other fourteen na-
tions represent developing
countries with combined popu-
lation, economy, and GDP/cap
of 388 million, $2 trillion, and
~ $4 thousand, respectively
(financial figures take into ac-
count parity in purchasing
power).

If all growth rates prevailing
in the early 1990s were to con-
tinue to 2050 the distribution
of economic production in rela-
tion to population would be as
shown under column 2050A in
Table I. If, on the other hand,
a consensus could be reached
to use available and emerging
knowledge to reduce popula-
tion growth by one-half every-
where (approaching zero by
2050), and concurrence could
be achieved on using knowl-
edge to double the GDP/cap in
the USA and Canada, while in-
creasing it eight-fold in the
other countries, the results
would be as shown under
2050B in Table I. These
changes in GDP/cap could be
achieved by annual growth
rates of 1.2 percent in the two
industrial countries and 3.6 per
cent in the fourteen developing
countries, respectively.

It is clear that the data under
2050B represent a significant
step toward equity in the
Americas. For both scenarios in
Table I, the economy of the

Western Hemisphere would
grow four- to five-fold and
would exceed the size of the
world economy in 1991.The
increase in the combined econ-
omies of the fourteen develop-
ing countries from 1991 to
2050 (~ $19 trillion) would far
exceed the size of the com-
bined economies of the USA
and Canada in 1991 (~ $6 tril-
lion). The population in the
Americas in 2050 (~ one bil-
lion) would be fifty per cent
higher than it was in 1991 (~
670 million). The focus would
begin to shift from equity to
environmentally benign produc-
tion of goods and services (cf.
www. bcsdla.org) and respon-
sible patterns of human con-
sumption.

As background for these
scenarios, between 1820 and
1992 (when the Earth Summit
was convened in Rio de
Janeiro) world population in-
creased five-fold. Average in-
dividual economic productivity
worldwide during those years
grew eight-fold, with a widen-
ing gap between industrial and
developing countries. The
world economy grew forty
times. World trade expanded
more than 500 times. The
stage was set for regional pro-
grams directed at the issues of
sustainability and fairness (or
equity).

In recognition of this chal-
lenge and opportunity in the
21st century, several individu-
als from diverse institutions in
the Americas, encouraged by
Sigma Xi, The Scientific Re-
search Society, have become
interested in the concept of a
Western Hemisphere Knowl-
edge Partnership 21 (WHK
21) to explore this knowledge-
based and human centered ex-
periment. WHKP 21 would in-
volve:

- the power of distance educa-
tion to help transform tradi-
tional modes of education
into life-long learning
(www.adec.edu),

- growth of academic ex-
changes in the America
(www.laspau.harvard.edu),

- development of collaborato-
ries to add new dimensions
of interaction and synergy in
the research infrastructure of
the Americas
(www.emsl.pnl.gov:2080),

- access to an exploration of
The Global Energy Strategy
(http://tsp.pnl.gov), to the
extensive environmental
studies of IAI and the NGO,
START, and to MIT’s Glo-
bal System for Sustainable
Development
(http://gssd.mit.edu),

- exploration of critical issues
such as (a) including the en-
vironment and natural re-
sources in national income
accounts and (b) intellectual
property rights,

- new patterns of partnership
among the physical, biologi-
cal, health, and social sci-
ences, engineering, and the
humanities,

- new modes of partnership
among academia, business
and industry, the several lev-
els of government, and non-
governmental organizations,

- imaginative initiatives in lo-
cal communities to build on
indigenous capabilities, and

- benchmarks for periodic pro-
gram review and evaluation
of strategy.

A planning conference of in-
terested individuals and institu-
tions from all over the Ameri-
cas is envisaged to review
these scenarios and frame ap-

propriate actions. Put in place
by 2002 along the general lines
suggested above, WHKP 21
would be a fitting renewal of
the spirit of the Earth Summit
on the tenth anniversary of that
hope-filled event . It would
also have profound implications
for the future at other regional
levels around the world. It
might even help the world to
enter The Knowledge Age!
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 TABLE I
TWO POSSIBLE PATHS INTO THE FUTURE FOR THE WESTERN HEMISPHERE

1991 2050A 2050B
USA/Can Other USA/Can Other USA/Can Other

Percentage of IAI Economic Product 74  26 82 18 46  54

Percentage of IAI Population 42 58 33 66 38  62


