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Two kinds of environmental protection 
activity in U.S. 

 Environmental regulation— 

 more than four decades 

 

 

 Emerging sustainability movement— 

 This is new, and much broader than 
environmental regulation 



What this emerging movement focuses 
on 



Take Away Messages 

 Sustainable development would have us re-
imagine: 

 Our future 

 Our relationship with nature 

 Politics and law 

 What we imagine will require a solid legal and 
policy foundation 

 Because that foundation does not now exist, it 
must be created 
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Overview 
  
1.  Sustainability 
2.  U.S. Sustainability Efforts  
in Last Two  Decades (briefly) 
3.  Drivers for Sustainability 
4.  Obstacles 
5.  How to Accelerate Progress (and create 

opportunities)  
 

   

https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.bio.cam.ac.uk/~dupree/ucam.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.bio.cam.ac.uk/~dupree/collaborators_and_funding.htm&h=162&w=139&sz=17&tbnid=taZhLmym9C1NAM&tbnh=0&tbnw=0&zoom=1&usg=__YK9xKyG-OIgKwwZDxpESw2qKQtQ=&docid=dEqXej0z5GI7YM&sa=X&ei=dqejUMy4MtLM0AXqw4GoCg&ved=0CJ8BENUX
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1. Sustainability  

 The iconic definition:  

    “development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs.” 

 

 

 World Commission on Environment and 

Development, Our Common Future 

(1987) 
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Where we are heading 

 Problems:  

 Widespread poverty/enormous unmet basic needs 

 Growing environmental degradation 

 Points of “no return” or irreversible damage are 
uncertain 

 Systematic causes:   

 Increasing consumption  

   of resources (e.g., energy, materials, water, land, 
biodiversity) 

 Population growth  
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Conventional Development 

PROGRESS:  

--Peace & security 

--Economic Development 

--Social Development/ Healthy   

Communities 

  

 

PRICE OF PROGRESS: 

--Environment & Natural 

Resources 

--Living people who are 

harmed 

--Future generations that are 

harmed 
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Sustainable Development 

PROGRESS:  

--Peace & security 

--Economic development 

--Social development/human rights 

--Environmental protection/restoration 

--Supportive national governance 
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Thus, sustainable 

development is: 

 Development that--  

 Protects and restores the environment. 

 Eliminates and prevents large-scale poverty. 

 Or: Ecologically sustainable human 
development 

 Sustainable development is not the same as:  
 “Traditional environmentalism” 

 Sustainable growth 
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Purposes 

 DEVELOPMENT— 
 

 

 Freedom 

 

 Opportunity 

 

 Quality of Life 

 SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT— 
 

 

 Freedom 

 

 Opportunity 

 

 Quality of Life 

For this and future 
generations 
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Why should U.S.  
care? 

 

 Freedom, opportunity, quality of life 

 Future generations 

 Stronger, more efficient America 

 Safer, more stable and secure world 

 “Special role” of U.S. 

  Political/legal commitment 

 Sustainability anchored in conservation. 



Sustainability is anchored in 
conservation 

“This nation behaves 
well if it treats the 
natural resources as 
assets which it must 
turn over to the next 
generation increased, 
and not impaired, in 
value.”  

 --Theodore Roosevelt          
 (1910) 
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Ethical/religious foundation 

 Environmental degradation almost always 

hurts other humans. 

 

 Future generations matter. 

 

 A world we did not create is,  

   in some way, sacred.    

 



2. U.S. Sustainability Efforts in   
     Last Two  Decades 
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Journey and destination 

Where we are: not 
sustainable 

 

 

Where we want to 
be: sustainable 
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Modest progress toward an 
increasingly distant goal 

 Most substantial efforts include: green building, 
community sustainability, corporate sustainability, 
brownfields redevelopment, higher education 

 Our environmental footprint has grown.   

 Greenhouse gas emissions have grown in spite of 
growing evidence of: 
 The seriousness of the risks climate change presents 

 The fact that climate change is already occurring.  
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3. Drivers for Sustainability 
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Growing support in spite of mixed 
public opinion 

 On one hand: Mixed opinion polling 

 On the other hand: 

 More-supportive public opinion on specific issues 

 More supportive nongovernmental organizations 
and corporations 

 Support and advocacy by NGOs 

 Public-private partnerships 

 Market and peer pressure 



More-sustainable decisions are 
easier to make and more attractive 

 Better practices 

 Attractiveness of more-sustainable alternatives 

 Growing cost of, and limits to, business as usual 

 More and better tools 
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Sustainability in seven core areas 
of higher education 

Curriculum & teaching 

Scholarship & research  

Buildings & operations  

Outreach & service 

Student life  

 Institutional mission, policy, & planning 

 External stakeholders 
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Lawmaking is not limited to 
environmental regulation 

 

 Implementation of existing environmental 
laws 

 New economic development laws for 
environmental sustainability 

 Government financial or other support 

 Other legal and policy tools 
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4. Obstacles 



Habits, lack of urgency, and 
uncertainty about alternatives 

 

 Existing habits 

 

 Lack of urgency 

 

 Uncertainty about alternatives 
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Do you agree? 

“[I]t’s almost impossible for  people to 
simply choose sustainable lifestyles, 
however much they’d like to.  Even 
highly motivated individuals 
experience conflict as they attempt to 
escape consumerism.” 
 
 Tim Jackson, Prosperity Without Growth: Economics for a Finite 

Planet 153 (2011) 
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Unsupportive law and governance 

 Laws that support and encourage unsustainable 
development 

 

 Lack of substantial and bipartisan consensus 

 

 Governance failures 
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Political opposition and growing 
influence of other countries 

 Slow economy and budget deficit 

 

 Political opposition 

 

 Continuing adherence to conventional 
development  
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5. How to Accelerate 
Progress (and create 

opportunities) 



Better choices and better defaults  

 More credible and demanding standards 

 Broader availability of sustainability options 

 Better decision-making tools 

 More use of behavioral tools 
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Law for sustainability 

 From a primary focus on environmental regulation 
to a focus on the law of sustainability 

 

 Climate change 

 
 Robinson Township v.  
Commonwealth of Pa. (2013) 
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Visionary and pragmatic 
governance 

 Bipartisan narrative and strategy 

 Improved public education and engagement 

 Prioritize transformational technological research 

 Willingness to discuss and act on hard issues 
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An American movement for 
sustainability 

 Emerging movement already exists 

 Should include middle 60-80% of public 

 Includes all sectors, all groups, that are supportive 

 Why participate? 

 Higher quality of life 

 Sustainability is economically attractive 

 Sustainability is right thing to do 
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Summing Up 

 Sustainable development would have us re-
imagine: 
 Our future 
 Our relationship with nature 
 Politics and law 

 Because a solid legal and policy foundation for 
sustainability does not now exist, it must be 
created. 

 If challenges are great, so are opportunities. 

 Everyone needs to play a role. 

 What will you do?   
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“They gave their today for our 

tomorrow.”  
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