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Sustainability 
The Brundtland Commission

Sustainable development is 
development that "meets the needs of 
the present generation without 
compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.”

Brundtland Commission — formally, the World Commission on 
Environment and Development

1987
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Sustainability --
What is it?
Sustainability is the management of 
socio-ecological systems to 
preserve both the quantity and 
quality of natural capital and our 
ecosystem services so both can 
perform their essential tasks of 
supporting life.

Michael Nairn
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Socio-ecological systems

We all live and operate in social 
systems inextricably linked with the 
ecological systems in which they 
are embedded.
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Sustainability -- What is it?
Natural capital

forests 
oceans
wetlands
soils

Ecosystem services
photosynthesis and respiration
pollination
fisheries and CO2 sequestration
agriculture
soil development

Michael Nairn



Center for Public Health Initiatives

Sustainability
The Problem

How to feed and provide for 9
billion people by the year 2050

How to balance the needs of
people while protecting and
enhancing the natural capital and
associated ecosystem services
necessary to sustain life on the
planet.



Center for Public Health Initiatives

Meeting the Demand for 
Agricultural Production

The global agricultural system
must: 

Modernize
Integrate the production of food, 
feed, and fuels
Raise the productivity of land

How???????????
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Meeting the Demand for 
Agricultural Production

Investment Opportunities in:
Irrigation
Fertilizer 
Machinery
Commercialization
Infrastructure
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Meeting the Demand for 
Agricultural Production

Investment Opportunities in:
Land Expansion

Intensification
Extensification

Biofuels
Biotech and Genetically 
Modified Organisms

New Policies
Global Free Trade
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Meeting the Demand for 
Agricultural Production

Agricultural Policy
The global agricultural system 
should be a fair and free trade 
system that fosters growing the 
right soil, in the right 
climate,with the right 
technology and management 
practices as depicted in our 
analysis.
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Meeting the Demand for 
Agricultural Production
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Wendell Berry
Solving for Pattern

Three kinds of solutions
A ramifying set of new problems
Hellish Symbiosis 
Immediate worsening of the 
problem
A ramifying series of solutions
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Principles In A Resilient 
World

Diversity
Promote diversity in all forms (biological, 
social, landscape, economic)

Ecological Variability
Embrace and work with ecological variability
rather than trying to control it. 

• Ecosystem Services
Include all unpriced

 

ecosystem services 
(now paid for as externalities) in
development proposals &assessments. 
Innovation (local knowledge)

Social Capital 
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