Conservation Corner – Is Earth Sustainable?

Earth Day is on April 22nd this year.  Since 1970 people have gathered, talked, and undertaken projects to help educate people and improve the earth’s environment.  Over those four decades has society improved?  Is the earth a better place?  Are we living sustainably?

In October of 2011 the United Nations estimated that the world’s population passed 7 billion inhabitants.  China, India, and the United States are the three most populous countries accounting for over 2.8 billion people.  Estimates show the world population could reach 8 billion by the mid 2020’s.  If the world’s population is going to grow 15% in the next 15 years, will the earth be able to sustain everyone?  The economies in China and India alone are experiencing significant growth, as wealth comes to those nations, and prosperity rises among the people.  That prosperity drives the desire for goods and services.  Demand for fuel, energy, commodities, and food will outpace the growth of the world population, which will put a strain on everything that has limited capacity.

As a developed nation the United States has long been a major consumer of the world’s resources.  To a large degree it has been able to do so with little competition.  In the future a larger and more affluent world population will enhance the strain on finite resources.  Significant shifts will be necessary to accommodate world demand.  As you think about what you consume, does it contribute to the strain on finite resources, or are you making more sustainable choices?

Finite resources like coal, natural gas, petroleum, rare earth elements, and other components of our planet are either not able to be created, or take such a long period of time to be produced naturally, their supply is effectively limited.  Today’s developed society has been built upon consumption of these resources.  The rate they are consumed dictates how long they will be available for people to continue using.

Some resources are replenishable, like wood, fish, clean water, and agricultural products.  Use of items that can be replenished relatively easily help to sustain society.  Food, clothing, housing, and other items made from things that can be grown, or replenished is a great way of helping the planet be more sustainable.  The challenge lies in how much of a resource is used in comparison to the time it takes to replenish.  If the earth can grow a million new acres of forest each year, that resource can be sustainable, as long as the world does not use more than one million acres of forest for wood products each year.  If two million acres is used every year, and only one million is grown back, the supply of wood products will diminish over time.  There is a limit to these resources due to a finite amount of land, water, and the finite resources used to produce them.

Sustainable resources are ones that can be readily replenished, and the consumption does not exceed the rate at which they are replenished.  Some resources can be sustainable in part of the world, but unsustainable in others.  Solar power generation in Florida is much more sustainable than solar power in Alaska.

This April as you think about what you can do to make your life more sustainable, keep in mind that it is not just for how people live today, but for the billions of people coming in the next couple generations.

