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Great change in the way we live is needed if life on Earth is to be sustainable. The environment that supports all forms of life continues to degrade. Climate change exerts its effects. While the certainty of these and related changes grows, the influence of vested interests and short-sighted leadership deserves our collective attention. So, how can science better contribute to informing the public on the topic of sustainability? 

Talk about the grave consequences for life on Earth (i.e. major extinctions of large populations) can be depressing. However, the heartening news is that sustainability could be achieved if we were willing to recognize the fickle, self-centred, and greedy nature of human beings in moving from our anthropocentric world view to that of a biocentric world view. 

Epidemiology is the science that informs public health policy. However, because our collective training has focused almost exclusively on reductionist, linear approaches to solving many of the world's health problems, it is not always easy for epidemiologists such as myself to see the connection between what the ecologists, biologists, climatologists, moral philosophers and historians, among others, have been pointing out for several decades: life-support systems are in severe stress and continue to collapse. 

Our duty as eco-epidemiologists is to relate the facts of environmental declines to human health. The need exists, therefore, for multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches to address the health problems confronting the world. We need incentives that pull us out of the reductionist silos that we have dug ourselves so deeply into that we can no longer can see the light of day. Of course, many successes have emerged from reductionism, but now the problems facing the planet are so complex that a systems (or holistic) approach is needed if solutions for a sustainable future are to be found. 

The integrity of the Earth's life support systems is at stake. Here, "integrity" means the ability of the Earth's life-support systems to withstand, for example, the effects of pollution. 

Regardless of which quantitative environmental health indicator was used over the 15-year period from 1982 to 1997, 30 to 50 per cent declines in the integrity of systems--from fresh water streams to the Appalachian forests--have been recorded. Also, the Ecological Footprint analysis has shown that to sustain life at the levels of both consumption and population as existed about three years ago, we will need at least two-and-a-half planet Earths. 

The concentration of our population in cities depends for its sustenance on the much greater land mass. Thus, cities import resources (e.g., air, water, food, building materials) and export wastes. It is the continued drawing down of natural capital for our sustenance that is at the foundation of the Ecological Footprint analysis. 

We have had data available for decades, but time is running short and we have limited time to continue with current business-as-usual approaches to the issues of consumption, population and technology--the three components of Global Ecological Integrity. Indeed, we must recognize that we are on mother Earth together, a human family utterly dependent on the services that nature provides. Being self-righteous and casting blame or responsibility at any single one of the three components will not provide for sustainability. In doing so, we are simply deluding ourselves into believing that each of us or our institutions (governments) is not in some way complicit in the overall demise of our planet. 

Some 52 years ago, the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights (UNDHR) was adopted. Its focus is almost exclusively on individual rights. Recently, The Earth Charter was approved at The Hague (see: http://www.earthcharterusa.org/ec_document.html). It is on its way to being proclaimed by the UN to bring balance to the rights-based UNDHR, as a declaration on human responsibilities. It evolved through a grassroots movement and was first brought forth by Maurice Strong and Mikhail Gorbachev in 1991 at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. 

The Earth Charter appeals to humanity to respect and care for the community of life; to maintain and restore ecological integrity; to pursue social and economic justice; and to pursue democracy, nonviolence, and peace. In essence, it appeals to our sense of social justice and equity, that we become respectful of all life forms, and that we invoke the precautionary principle in the interests of both present and future generations. 

The Earth Charter's principles include the need for us to re-connect with nature. While classical economists tend to disconnect humanity from nature's services, The Earth Charter provides the framework for re-establishing our connection with nature. And, the science of eco-epidemiology is emerging specifically to connect health to ecosystem changes. The Earth Charter is a necessary first step toward sustainablity. Let's embrace it! 
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