
In 2005, the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment
(MA)—a comprehensive analysis produced by
1,360 scientists after four years of consultations
and research—determined that the health of the
world’s ecosystems was in significant decline.1

Ecosystems provide essential services to people.
Yet of the 24 ecosystem services examined in
the MA—including provision of fresh water,
food, and fiber and the regulation of climate

and air quality—the scientists
found that 15 (62.5 percent) are
being degraded or used unsustain-

ably, a trend that “could grow significantly
worse during the first half of this century.”2

While the report noted that overexploitation of
many of these services led to net gains in
economic development, it also made clear that
if the degradation is left unaddressed, the abil-
ity of ecosystems to provide these benefits in
the future will be diminished.3

Degradation of many of Earth’s natural sys-
tems has been brought about by human activity,
according to the report. As the MA outlines,
approximately 40 percent of the world’s coral
reefs have been lost or degraded, water with-
drawals from rivers and lakes have doubled
since 1960, the atmospheric concentration of
carbon dioxide has jumped 19 percent since
1959, and the global species extinction rate has
increased as much as 1,000 times over the typi-
cal rate seen across Earth’s history.4

Moreover, decline of these systems is also
increasing the risk of “nonlinear change”—
abrupt, disruptive, and potentially irreversible
changes such as regional climate shifts, the col-
lapse of fishery resources, the emergence of new
diseases, and the formation of dead zones in
coastal waters.5 The weakening of these sys-
tems is also exacerbating poverty among some
groups of people—a trend that could worsen
dramatically if abrupt changes are unleashed.6

Indeed, the conclusions of the report were so
dire that the MA Board of Directors noted in its
own summary statement that “human activity is
putting such strain on the natural functions of
Earth that the ability of the planet’s ecosystems
to sustain future generations can no longer be
taken for granted.”7

Other indicators confirm that humans are
exceeding the capacity of Earth’s systems.
According to the Living Planet Index—which
measures the state of the world’s biodiversity by
tracking population trends for more than 1,100
species—biodiversity declined 40 percent
between 1970 and 2000.8

The Ecological Wellbeing Index, an average
of 51 environmental indicators, found that few
countries are ecologically healthy.9 None of the
180 countries looked at received a “good” rat-
ing; only 27 scored a “fair,” while 81 were rated
“medium,” 68 “poor,” and 4 “bad.”10

The Ecological Footprint, a conservative
measure of natural resource consumption, also
shows that humans are putting considerable
pressure on Earth.11 This indicator calculates
the total amount of land the world’s countries
need to produce the resources they use (includ-
ing food and fiber), to absorb the waste they
generate from energy used, and to provide
space for infrastructure.12 In 2002, humanity
used the equivalent of 13.7 billion “global
hectares” of biocapacity—2.5 billion more than
Earth’s biologically productive area of 11.2 
billion global hectares.13 This translates into
humanity overdrawing the natural capital it
depends on by 23 percent in 2002.14

The Ecological Footprint shows that human-
ity has been living beyond its means since 1987
and thus drawing down the ecological capital
that is the basis for the continued health of the
planet.15 (See Figure 1.)

Of course, some countries are using far more
biocapacity than others. If all humans were to
consume at high-income-country levels, another
2.5 planets would be needed.16 Said another way,
with everyone consuming at this level, Earth
could sustain only 1.8 billion people—not
today’s population of 6.5 billion.17 (See Table
1.) And worse, at U.S. consumption levels the
planet could support just 1.2 billion people.18

With world population projected to hit 9.2
billion in 2050, with rapid economic growth in
major developing economies such as China and
India, and with continued high consumption
rates in industrial countries, ecosystem degrada-
tion is likely to accelerate in coming decades.19
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But with aggressive policy responses, such as
the elimination of harmful subsidies, significant
investments in environmentally responsible
technologies, and the creation of taxes on activ-
ities that have externalized ecological costs, it 
is possible to reverse some of the decline.20

The world, however, has not come up with the
political commitment to make the needed
changes. According to the 2006 Global Gover-
nance Initiative report, the world’s governments,
businesses, and civil society received a score of
2 out of 10 in dealing with environmental issues,
as there was only minimal success in addressing
climate change, halting biodiversity decline,
and providing clean water and sanitation.21

Yet another measure, the 2006
Environmental Performance
Index, ranked the performance of
the world’s governments in achiev-
ing 16 crucial environmental
goals.22 The indicators chosen
included those that play a key role
in environmental health and
ecosystem vitality, such as air pol-
lution, water consumption,
agricultural subsidies, energy effi-
ciency, and wilderness protection.23

According to the Environmen-
tal Performance Index, only 6 of
the 133 countries that researchers
measured achieved 85 percent or
higher in 2005 for their efforts,

with New Zealand, Sweden, and Finland lead-
ing the way.24 At the bottom of the list, 24
countries scored less than 50 percent; 16 of
these countries were in sub-Saharan Africa, in
large part because of health and sanitation defi-
ciencies.25

Perhaps most useful is the Environmental
Performance Index’s categorization of countries
by similarity, such as low-income, primarily
desert, or high-population density.26 Comparing
similar countries shows that certain constraints
do not have to prevent environmental success.
For example, Japan—a high-population-density
country—still scored 82 percent, suggesting,
the authors note, that “demography is not des-
tiny.”27 With the right policies, low-performing
countries, whether impoverished, primarily
desert, or densely populated, could improve
environmental health and sustainability records
if they make these their priorities.

Table 1. Sustainable Population at Different
Consumption Levels

Biocapacity Sustainable
Consumption Used Population at
Level Per Person this Level

(global hectares) (billion)

High income 6.4 1.8
Middle income 1.9 5.9
Low income 0.8 14.0

Global Average 2.2 5.1

Source: Global Footprint Network.
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Figure 1. World Ecological Footprint, 1961–2002 
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