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What Is an Environmentally Sustainable Society? 

Concept 1-4 Living sustainably means living off the earth’s natural income without depleting the natural capital that 

supplies it. 

Environmentally Sustainable Societies Protect Natural Capital and Live Off Its Income 

• An environmentally sustainable community is one that meets the current and future basic resource needs of its 

people in a just and equitable manner without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

basic needs. 

• Protect your capital and live on the income that it provides. Same applies to the use of Earth’s natural capital, 

out global trust fund. 

• Natural income are the renewable resources such as plants, animals, and soil provided by the Earth’s 

natural capital. 

We Can Work Together to Solve Environmental Problems 

• Making the shift to more sustainable societies and economies includes building social capital. 

• Social capital involves getting people with different views and values to talk and listen to one another, to find 

common ground based on understanding and trust, and to work together to solve environmental and other 

problems facing our societies. 

• Solutions to environmental problems are gray rather than black and white. 

• Proponents of all sides have legitimate and useful insights. 

• Solutions always have short and long term advantages and disadvantages that must be evaluated. 

• Citizens must work together to find trade-off solutions to problems in which all stakeholders have a shared 

vision. It is important to work together in the development and implementation of solutions. 

Case Study: Chattanooga, Tennessee 

• Local officials, business leaders, and citizens have worked together to transform the city from a highly polluted 

city to one of the most sustainable and livable cities in the U.S. 

• During the 1960s, the U.S. government rated Chattanooga as one of the dirtiest in the country. The air was so 

dirty that people had to turn headlights on during the day to see through the smoke. The Tennessee River, that 

flows through the city, bubbled with toxic waste. 

• Unemployment and crime rates were high. 

Individuals Matter 

• Chattanooga’s story shows that a key to finding solutions to environmental problems and making a transition to 

more sustainable societies is to recognize that most social change results from individual actions and individuals 

acting together to bring about change through bottom-up grassroots actions.  

• INDIVIDUALS MATTER! 

• Here is some good news!! 

• Research by social scientists suggests that it takes only 5-10% of the population of a community, a 

country, or the world to bring about major social change. 



• Research also shows that significant social change can occur in a much shorter time than most people 

think. 

• Anthropologist Margaret Mead summarized our potential for social change: “Never doubt that a small 

group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” 

• Scientific evidence indicates that we have perhaps 50 years and no more than 100 years to make a new cultural 

shift from unsustainable living to more sustainable living, if we start now. 

• The Sustainability Revolution! 

 


