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The first Earth Day was celebrated more 
than four decades ago, on April 22, 1970. 
Americans were galvanized by images of 
the Cuyahoga River on fire and a massive 
oil spill off the coast of Santa Barbara. The 
public demanded action, the modern 
environmental movement was born, and 
Congress passed sweeping legislation to 
clean up the nation’s air and water and 
protect its natural heritage. 

Over the last forty years, environmental 
quality in the U.S. has improved by many 
measures. Rivers and lakes are cleaner 
and air quality is healthier in many re-
gions. Huge challenges remain, however. 
Mitigating the impacts of climate change 
and ensuring that future generations will 
be able to enjoy the same standard of liv-
ing, including access to natural resources, 
that we have today will be enormously 
difficult. Development and population 
growth in the rest of the world will put 
tremendous strains on global resources 
and test the limits of human ingenuity. To 
achieve a sustainable and just standard 
of living for people around the globe will 
be one of the most important goals of 
the 21st century.

The environmental problems we face 
today are difficult to solve for many 
reasons. First and perhaps most impor-
tantly, many of the problems stem from 
the actions and decisions of individuals, 
rather than factories and industry. There 
is no convenient fix for many of the prob-
lems, no technology that can be applied 
at the end of the pipe to make things 
right. Patterns of urban development – 
the degree to which cities and suburbs 
are designed to maximize mobility and 
minimize their resource “foot print” – and 
energy usage, including fuel choices and 
technologies, have enormous impacts 
on environmental quality. Traditional 
policy tools for addressing environ-
mental problems – so-called “command 
and control” laws and regulations – are 
simply not well-suited to address many 
modern problems. 

This panel includes presentations about 
three projects designed to explore ways 
to minimize the environmental impacts 
of modern living and a skeptical pa-
per that takes issue with the idea that 
sustainability is an appropriate goal for 
society.   

The Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center 
has developed a remarkable rating 
system to define what makes a land-
scape sustainable and how to measure 
its performance. The Sustainable Sites 
Initiative (SITES program) was created in 
2006 to develop guidelines and a volun-
tary rating system for sustainable land 
design, construction, and maintenance. 
It is based on the concept of ecosystem 
services and designed to encourage 
landscape-scale development according 
to principles that respect and protect 
ecosystem services. The SITES rating 
system has been tested in numerous 
states, Canada, Spain, and Iceland and is 
being embraced by developers and city 
planners. 

Professor Kara Kockelman and Mat-
thew Reiter in the Department of 
Civil, Architectural, and Environmental 
Engineering have studied the relative 
emissions of pollutants and the human 
health impacts of exposure to pollutants 
generated to produce electricity used 
to power electric vehicles versus inter-
nal combustion engines. Their research 
indicates that the fuel used to produce 
electricity (coal, natural gas, nuclear, or 
renewables), the location of the power 
plant, and the vehicle chosen by a driver 
influence the comparison. Their findings 
will advance policy makers’ understand-
ing of the relative benefits of incentiv-
izing the use of electric vehicles under 
various circumstances.

Steven Richter of the Community and 
Regional Planning Department has ana-
lyzed biogas development in Germany 
and Sweden in order to evaluate its 
potential role in the U.S. as a source of 
energy or a waste management prac-
tice. He argues that there is substantial 
potential in the U.S. to develop biogas as 
an alternative to natural gas and other 
fossil fuels. He draws conclusions about 
factors that could contribute to projects’ 
profitability based on the European 
experience.

The panel also includes a provocative 
presentation by Alan McKendree of the 
School of Nursing. McKendree argues 
that the very notion of “sustainability” 
is normative and that human decisions 
should be based on self-interest and 
improving the individual’s standard of 
living, not a set of values imposed by so-
ciety. He suggests that to the extent that 
arguments for sustainability are based 
on assumptions about future scarcity, 
they are flawed because past predictions 
of scarcity have not come true.   


