Topic 7: The Environment
Problem-based learning
Main arguments recap
1. Fracking

Hydraulic fracturing (fracking) is a method to extract shale oil or gas.

Compared to the extraction of conventional oil and gas, this technique is complex therefore expensive. It raises a number of significant environmental issues such as :

( leaks => potential pollution of underground water

( waste water treatment
( investing money in fossil fuels (high greenhouse gas emissions) takes money away from research and investment in clean renewable energies

( risk of earthquakes and landslides

=> this risk and the low profitability of fracking sites made the UK stop their fracking activities in 2022, only to reopen them later on that year.

The advantages of shale oil and gas are:

( energy independence (for countries such as the USA, being economically independent from Venezuela, Russia or Middle Eastern countries is essential).
( the discovery of shale oil and gas supplies has given hope to corporations and countries that worried about the running out of conventional supplies.
2. Vandana Shiva's fight against Monsanto


Monsanto has put a gene in the seed to create a Roundup resistant plant. ("Roundup-ready" seeds) => the plant is resistant to herbicide, which makes the farmer's life easier but which dramatically increases the use of herbicide.

By changing the genes of a seed, Monsanto says it is "creating" (or "inventing") a seed. This seed therefore becomes the property of Monsanto, which has intellectual property rights on it: farmers cannot re-use the seeds after the harvest (= la récolte). V. Shiva says that you cannot patent a living thing (see in French: "brevetage du vivant") because nature doesn't belong to anyone. It could thus be considered as unethical to collect royalties (= dividendes) from nature.


Those genetically modified seeds created have created super weeds, which have invaded 50% of American fields. Those weeds have become resistant to herbicides (due to the overuse of herbicide). As a consequence, GM seeds have had the opposite effect to the one for which they had been created. 

Note: many synthetic herbicides and pesticides used to be chemical weapons (2,4-D, a component of Agent Orange). They are highly toxic for the soil and humans (the WHO considers glyphosate as potentially carcinogenic. Many farmers who are sick have sued Monsanto for having hidden the dangers of glyphosate (inquiries show the corporation had known for a long time). Some are starting to win their cases).

A conventional field which is near a GM one could be contaminated. That means that even farmers who have chosen to remain conventional or organic could end up with GM crops.


In India, 95% of cotton seeds sold in India are Monsanto GM seeds. It has created a monopoly by absorbing traditional seed suppliers. Indian farmers (who are mostly small producers) massively committed suicide at the turn of the century (because they get indebted to buy Monsanto seeds and herbicide, which end up not being as productive as expected and which gradually became too expensive. Therefore they go bankrupt).


V. Shiva accuses Monsanto of violence against women because when a farmer commits suicide, he leaves behind a widow who is indebted and, in the Hindu culture is rejected by the society and her family.
She quote Gandhi because he protested against the privatisation of salt by the British power in India and led The Salt March (1930), a civil disobedience movement (= an unfair law must be made illegal through non violent actions). V. Shiva, like Gandhi, considers that nature is not a commodity (= une marchandise).
3. Rental electric scooters


They are a source of carbon emissions during their manufacturing. Also during transport to the cities, then in the cities to get them charged (transported in cars, pick-up trucks), and also the electricity to power them often comes, in the USA or other countries, from coal or oil or natural gas power plants.


The life-span of a rental e-scooter in a city like Paris is of about one month (they get broken/vandalized on average after one month on the street). This shows that this mode of transportation is far from being eco-friendly! It is the same thing for rental e-bikes.

The e-scooters can be quite expensive to use. First, you need a smartphone to be able to download the app that operates them. Then you pay a flat fare each time you rent one plus you are charged by the minute. There are ways of saving money, for example you get a discount if you charge an e-scooter at your home.

=> It remains (= cela reste) more expensive than public transports. And less eco-friendly.
Regulations to share public space safely should be implemented. For instance, e-scooters could be banned from sidewalks/the pavement. Riders could have to wear a helmet. 

Note: studies have shown that using an e-scooter is eco-friendly if you use it instead of using your car. But if you use it instead of walking or taking public transport, they are not eco-friendly at all but a trendy gadget...

4. Urban farming could be the future of agriculture. It enables to grow fruits and vegetables locally (whereas, on average, vegetables travel 2,000 miles in the USA from the place where they are grown to the place where they are consumed), organically and giving work and purpose to people who have just come out of jail. The urban farms are often non-profit organizations (= des associations caritatives), where volunteers or prison inmates work.

Today, Detroit is almost self-sufficient/self-reliant in terms of fresh food production: there are farms all over the city.

Detroit has been a pioneer city in the development of urban farms. Over ten years, hundreds of gardens have been implemented over the city in former industrial waste lands (Detroit was once famous for its car industry but is now part of the "Rust Belt", after the closure and relocation of the industry. Between the 1960s and today, the city went from 2 million inhabitants to 700,000. 
Urban farming has been implemented in cities like Paris or London (on rooftops etc.) and in many cities all over the world.

5. Plastic pollution/invasion

On Midway Islands, in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, plastic pollution is tragically visible. Even if those islands are very far from any large population area, they are located right in the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, in between Asia and North America (two major plastic producers and consumers).

Thousands of albatrosses, which spend most of their time flying over the ocean, come to Midway once a year to mate and nest. There, they eat plastic (that they mistake for food) or they eat fish that is also full of plastic. And they end up dying of starvation/hunger, with a stomach full...of plastic.

Chris Jordan, a photographer, went to Midway Island to document the tragedy in 2009.

Fortunately, there are some initiatives to fight against plastic pollution: The Ocean Clean Up project, plastic-eating worms and bacteria, alternatives to plastic (algae, corn, recycled plastic, paper and cardboard, fabric (= le tissu)).
8. De Polytechnique à Sciences Po, vent de contestation

Students from several French Grandes Ecoles protested during their graduation ceremonies against the fact that the curriculum and their prospective jobs are in total contradiction with the environmental concerns of today's world. The protesters said that they refused to take part in those practices or work in companies that didn't respect the environment. Some also denounced the fact that their school was sponsored by a major actor of the fossil fuel industry.
Some students, who felt that what they were taught was unethical and against sustainable development, decided to change career path for something they felt was more meaningful.
