
pPeople depend on earth’s living systems (called ecosystems) for both life and livelihood. Nature provides the
foundation for economic activity, the primary source of human knowledge, and plays a central role in many of
the world’s cultures. This dependence brings up several important questions.

How have ongoing global transitions—urbanization, industrialization, and technological development—
affected the services that ecosystems provide? What options exist to better conserve and restore ecosystems?
What are the trade-offs and synergies involved in managing ecosystems and their services?

To investigate, the United Nations sponsored the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA), an international
collaboration of more than 1300 experts from 95 countries. From 2001 to 2005, natural and social scientists
worked together to collate and synthesize the largest ever assessment of the linkages between ecosystems, the
services they provide and human well-being. The MA has interlinked assessments at local watershed, national,
regional and global scales. 

The MA found that over the past 50 years, humans have changed ecosystems more rapidly and extensively
than in any comparable period of time in human history. While these changes have improved the lives of bil-
lions, they have also weakened nature’s ability to deliver key services such as purification of air and water, protec-
tion from disasters, and the provision of medicines. Unless addressed, these problems will substantially diminish
the ecosystem services available to future generations. 

Of the 24 ecosystem services examined by the MA—provisioning services such as capture fisheries, regulat-
ing services such as climate regulation, and cultural services such as recreation—60 percent are being degraded
on a global scale. Abrupt changes, such as the creation of “dead zones” in coastal waters, are increasing in likeli-
hood. 

Many options exist to conserve or enhance specific ecosystem services in ways that can reduce negative
trade-offs or provide positive synergies with other ecosystem services. Assessing 74 response options, the MA
found that actions that address one or more indirect drivers of change will be imperative. Among these drivers
are: population change (including growth and migration), changes in economic activity (including economic
growth, disparities in wealth, and trade patterns), socio-political factors (including factors ranging from the pres-
ence of conflict to public participation in decision-making), cultural factors, and technological change.

The Millennium Assessment found the following policy responses to be promising:
• Develop and facilitate adoption of technologies designed to increase resource efficiency or reduce negative

impacts. For example: technologies to enable increased crop yields without harmful impacts related to water,
nutrient, and pesticide use; and also, technologies to increase energy efficiency and reduce greenhouse gas
emissions.

• Create economic and financial incentives to regulate the use of ecosystem goods and services. Examples
include: greater use of economic instruments, such as taxes or user fees for activities with ecosystem impacts;
mechanisms to enable consumer preferences to be expressed through markets, such as certification schemes;
elimination of subsidies that promote excessive use of ecosystem services and, where possible, transfer of these
subsidies to payments for non-marketed ecosystem services; compensatory mechanisms for poor people who
are adversely affected by the removal of subsidies, along with actions to minimize adverse impacts in develop-
ing countries

• Strengthen governance frameworks that provide for effective ecosystem management. Examples include: inte-
gration of ecosystem management goals within broader development planning frameworks; increased coordina-
tion among environmental agreements and other international economic and social institutions; and, increased
transparency and accountability of public and private sectors in decisions that have an impact on ecosystems.

• Support individuals in their efforts to improve ecosystems and human well-being through exercising their pro-
cedural or democratic rights in efforts to improve ecosystems and human well-being such as: measures to
reduce aggregate consumption of unsustainably managed ecosystem services, behavioral changes that could
reduce demand for threatened ecosystem services, promotion of demand-side management, commitments by
industry to use raw materials that are from sources certified as being sustainable, and improved product label-
ing, communication , education, and empowerment of groups that are particularly dependent on ecosystem
services, such as indigenous peoples. 

Effective management of ecosystems is constrained both by the lack of information and by our failure to use the
information that does exist. We need to incorporate non-market ecosystem values into resource management
decisions, to recognize the value of traditional and practitioner knowledge, and to enhance the capacity for
assessing the consequences of ecosystem change and acting on such assessments.

These policies will require significant changes in institutions and practices, both nationally and internationally.

For Dick Roy and his wife Jeanne, the deep ecolo-
gy principle “take for vital needs” calls humans to
shift life passion to activities that do not consume
resources and energy. To move in that direction,
the Roys have reduced household garbage to one
can a year, eliminated air travel as a vacation
option, and moved to a diet of mostly locally
grown, seasonal, organic food. They find joy in
simple activities like making sour kraut together
with the aid of their grandparents’ cabbage cutter
and bicycling on weekends. They resist the pur-
suit of efficiency and convenience offered by the
newest electronic device. Whereas they have
found a professional need for the computer and
answering machine, they have never owned a
clothes dryer, microwave oven, power mower,
garage door opener, video camera, or cell phone.

Silverman: Tell us a little about the organizations you founded,
the Northwest Earth Institute and the Center for Earth
Leadership. How do these two organizations operate?

Roy: Our focus is to seek cultural change at the community level.
We all live and work in a very large community, the City of
Portland. Its 500,000 people form countless circles where people
meet face-to-face over time—in workplaces, churches, neighbor-
hoods, interest groups, and service clubs.

In our view, we will not have a truly sustainable society with-
out a change in culture. That’s the first of our four premises. The
premises are: First, fundamental transformation of our consumer
culture is requisite to a sustainable future. Second, individual citi-
zens must be the leaders in this great transformation. Third, most
Northwest citizens have immense potential to assume a leadership
role. Fourth, motivation, not education, is the engine that drives
citizen leadership. 

We started by forming noon-time discussion groups in
Portland work places to share our view of a sustainable society. By
word-of mouth, they spread into homes, churches, and other com-
munities. Now these courses have been offered in all fifty states
and 600 communities—to over 76,000 people. We only describe
the process to be followed, not the content. The content comes
from the discussion. 

At the Center, our most popular course focuses on how to
become an agent of change in your circle of influence. The goal is
to empower the individual through awareness, consciousness,
intent, motivation, and then action.

Silverman: Where does this schema of awareness, conscious-
ness, etc. come from? Did you develop that?

Roy: Yes. For example, when I was in college, I read a book about
heart attacks and I became aware of saturated fat. You have to
take that information into your consciousness, because awareness
is often fleeting and transitory. So I formed the intent to reduce
saturated fat; I was motivated to do that. And then I just kind of
systematically changed my eating habits.

We all have the ability to reduce our personal impacts on the

earth. Some changes, like an incremental step
toward a vegetarian diet, are much easier to
make than others. Each of us can become an
agent of change in our circle of influence. I cre-
ated Oregon Lawyers for a Sustainable Future,
because I am a lawyer. Now that is a large circle
of influence, but in general, the smaller the circle
the greater one’s influence. We can also make
demands on others in daily life. When we
observe practices that degrade the earth, in many
instances, we acknowledge our standing to
demand change. This is certainly true when we
spend or invest our money. 

Silverman: How did you decide to establish
organizations that act on these premises? Tell
us about your background. 

Roy: I met my wife Jeanne at Oregon State when were undergrad-
uates. After the navy, I went to Harvard Law School and graduated
in 1970. We reached an agreement where I would work as a lawyer,
and Jeanne would work full time as a volunteer. She has been an
advisor at all levels of government. Meanwhile, I was working as a
corporate lawyer. I worked 15 years with Collins Pine, the most
progressive timber industry company in the nation. And then for
ten years I was involved with public policy, as an appointed gov-
ernmental gubernatorial appointee. But in 1991, we started to feel
that things could not be sustainable without a change in culture—
because progressive public policy can always be changed.

Hutchins: Has sustainability become more than a buzzword in
our culture . . . let us say in the Northwest?

Roy: I would say that the sustainability has become a buzzword for
sure. In terms of how far have we gotten, that is a much harder
question. In terms of my model—awareness, consciousness, and
all that—I think we have come a long, long, long way in terms of
awareness and consciousness. But in terms of motivation, we still
have a way to go.

Hutchins: Is it in our nature to create the problem that we
have created?

Roy: Well, you would have to say that it happened, but it did not
have to happen this way. I do not think it was predetermined.

When we see a sustainable future, we think there are three
elements. The first one is a reverential view of the biosphere. We
live on a privileged planet, and it is a precious thing. The second is
that people will shift their passion from consuming resources to
not consuming. We all have total control over our passion.
Spending money does not bring us greater happiness. The third is
that people will take responsibility for their bioregion. If we do
not, then no one else will. In fact, living fully in place is a very nat-
ural thing to do. We know that people can do all three of these
things, and we know that they enrich their lives through all three
of those things.
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