Asbestos Magnate to
Environmental Guru:

The Morphing of

Stephan Schmidheiny

has Stephan Schrmd.
heiny, former sole propri-
ctar of Frernit, done with
his billions from the sale of Eternic's
asbestes properties in the late 1980s?
Between 1984 and 1999, Schmid-
heiny’s net worth doubled from
US$2 billion to US$H4.4 billion.,
Part of what Schmidheiny has
done i to reinvess in Latn Ameri-
can forest properties. Schmicheiny
began buying Chilean forest land in
1982, and now owns over 120,000
hectares in Southern Chile, near
Concepdion, land that the Mapuche

Indians clarm has besn theirs gnce
time immemorizl. The Mapuche
charge that some of the land
Schmidheiny bought was stalen
from themn during the Pinochet dic-
tatorship, using that regime’s stan-
dard techniques of intimidation. wr-
wre, and murder. Schmidheiny's
Chilean holdings, owned by his

Terra Nova, owned in tum
by Nueva Holding, his Swiss-based
conglomerate, make him Chile’s
third largest owner of forest proper-
ties. Nueva akso controls a cozen
companies in Ladn America that
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employ 10,000 workers in the pro-
duction of pipes, building materials,
and the planting and harvesting of
trees. Schmidheiny never criticized
Chile’s Pinochet regime in public.
He was quoted in a speech as saying,
“A Third World state which opts for
a liberal free-market cconomy must
be a strong state.™

thropic” interests in Latin America
to create the impression that be has
invented & new environmental para-
digm based on “eco-efficiency”
spurred by the representations of
“civil society.” Progress occurs, he
beheves, when “civil society . . , (that
B 10 say) . , . millions of women and
men outside of government™ through
“access” 1o “management know-
how” and “fundraising capacity” are
“empowered” to transform  their
countries,* a roundabout way of
advocating “no government regula-
tion of husiness.” Certainly, Schmid-
heiny’s eco-efficiency and civil soci-
cty slogans do not seem to have
mncluded an imperative to inform
cmployees m Eternit's 35-country
ashestos empire that their jobs were
hazardous or that Eternit had a
moral and legal duty to compensate
those whaose Lives were compramised

cept-—as the long-term solution to
both environmental devastation and
declining profits. He put hiz maoney
and influence behind the concept by
[ounding and funding the Business
Council for Sustainable Developrment
(BCSD), which set the tone for indus-
wial und business participation in the

|

ronment and Development in Rio de
Janciro in 1992.% He also serves on the
Board of Directors of the Museum of
Modern Art in New York Gity, and
has been an active participant in the
Yale Center for Environmental Law
and Policy of the Yale Law School
Schmidheiny i moving his money out
of Europe and into the United States
and Latin America. He told Forbes in
1997 that, “America is younger and
more dynamic. Burope, despite the
European Unios, is growing old and
defensve.”
ephan Schinidheiny, in effect,
decided “to take his money and run”
from Eternit’s looming asbestos dis-
aster. In the 1990s he launched him-
self on the world stage as an envi-
ronmental thinker and bencfactor,
and had that role sanctified by insti-
woons of higher lcaming’ such as
ale Univessity. In proclaiming
chmidheiny 2 Doctor of
Humane Letters in 1996, Yalke
praised hm in the following terms:
“Not content to be a steward of a
family business, you have used your
corporate role to promote steward-
ship of the global cavironment. You
have made company decisions based
upon the health of the planet, intro-
ducing new technologics and ways of
doing business that are environmen-
tally friendly. By bringing your mes-
suge to leading industrialists around
the world, you have helped to create
an attainable vision of 2 global econ-
omy based on sustainable, ecologi-
cally sound development. . . 7 So
far, that concept of “stewardship”
has not included a frank public
assumption of moral und fnancial
responsibility for the illnesses and
deaths caused by the production and
sale of Eternit's asbestos products
around the world.
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