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4.1.  Take the Lead Globally  

 

 Integrate conservation into U.S. foreign assistance.  Foreign aid is the most 

important tool we have to alleviate poverty and ensure sustainable development 

around the world. Yet most of our Cold War-era assistance programs have 

become so outdated that using them to fix today’s problems is like trying to repair 

a computer with a hammer and a saw. The consensus among foreign policy 

experts is that both the laws governing foreign assistance and the bureaucracy that 

oversees it need to be streamlined and strengthened. A number of thoughtful 

proposals have been advanced to do this. With any option, however, the president 

should recognize that natural resource depletion, biological degradation, and 

climate change are major drivers of hunger, poverty and instability, and must be 

addressed across all aspects of foreign assistance. The comparatively minor role 

that conservation has played here needs to be expanded and fully integrated into 

all relevant aid programs in order to promote prosperity that is lasting, through 

development that is truly sustainable. 

 

 Undertake a new engagement with China.  How China develops over the next 

decade will significantly shape the future of both the global economy and the 

environment.  Unmanaged, the growth in Chinese demand for timber, metals, oil 

and other global resources will place significant strains on the planet. But the 

opportunity also exists for China to develop while using its influence and its trade 

and investment policies to help reduce the global ecological footprint. The 

president should seek a new “opening” with China to pursue this objective. A first 

step could involve initiating a new Sustainable Trade Dialogue to promote 

bilateral and public-private sector cooperation on energy conservation and green 

supply chain issues such as responsible sourcing of raw materials and low-carbon 

and water-efficient forms of production.  

 

 Convene a global summit to shape the international financial architecture for 

the environment.  Not waiting for us to act, other countries have pledged more 

than $12 billion over the past five years to various bilateral and multilateral 

initiatives to address climate change and other environmental concerns.
11

 This 

level of funding represents a major opportunity—but it is one that risks being 

squandered unless these initiatives are better directed and coordinated to 

reinforce, rather than duplicate, one another. Governance and accountability 

standards need to be harmonized and decisions more effectively prioritized to 

make the most of this new funding. The president should take the lead by 

convening a summit to coordinate and leverage these funds to ensure their 

effectiveness in assisting countries most in need.    

 

 Assume our duties as a global citizen.  To be a leading citizen of the world, we 

must first be a responsible one by keeping our commitments and honoring our 

financial obligations. The president should push the Senate to ratify key 

agreements protecting some of the world’s most important resources, including  

the Convention on Biological Diversity, the Law of the Sea Convention and the 

Convention on the Non-Navigational Uses of Transboundary Watercourses. He 
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should also work closely with multilateral funding institutions like the World 

Bank, which have a critical role to play in environmental conservation and 

stewardship, and press for full payment of dues, including arrears, to the Global 

Environment Facility (GEF). 

 

 Ensure healthy oceans by protecting coral reefs.  A sea without coral is like a 

forest without trees. Coral reefs nurture and support the fish we eat, protect 

coastlines from storms and generate some $375 billion a year in goods and 

services, yet they are under assault from climate change, pollution and destructive 

fishing practices.
12

 A major effort is required to save them. The Coral Reef Task 

Force, co-chaired by the Department of State and NOAA, has accomplished much 

since its establishment by Executive Order, but its work has been limited largely 

to domestic efforts. A similar effort is needed for coral reef conservation outside 

U.S. waters, where the most important reef systems exist. None is more important 

to the world’s resources than the Coral Triangle—the Indo-Pacific waters of 

Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Papua New Guinea, Timor-Leste and the 

Solomon Islands, which together represent the epicenter of the world’s marine 

biodiversity. Supporting efforts by the countries of the Coral Triangle to protect 

the marine resources on which more than 120 million people depend would create 

a model for regional marine conservation for the rest of the world.   

 

4.2.  Lead by Example at Home 

  

Conservation, like most things, begins at home. If we want the world to take better care 

of its resources, we must take better care of our own. How can we ask India to save its 

tigers, or China its giant pandas, if we disregard or try to weaken the Endangered Species 

Act?  If we expect other countries to protect their globally important natural habitats, we 

must not ignore threats to our own—especially those in Alaska and in the Northern Great 

Plains, one of the most outstanding and ecologically important grasslands left in the 

world. To protect our domestic environmental heritage for future generations of 

Americans, the president should:     

 

 Declare critical Alaskan fisheries and ecosystems off limits to oil and gas 

drilling.  Presidential withdrawal of lands from potential oil and gas exploration 

should be reinstated and extended to include Alaskan waters, where oil spills 

would cause irreparable damage to fisheries and wildlife. In particular, Bristol 

Bay, one of the most productive fisheries in the world, and the Beaufort and 

Chukchi Seas, home to one-fifth of the world’s threatened polar bears, should be 

included in the ban. The Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, known as “America’s 

Serengeti,” also should be permanently protected from drilling.        

 

 Lead the convening of an international conference toward strengthening Arctic 

governance and establishing an Arctic-wide moratorium on commercial 

fisheries. As climate change melts sea ice, opening up previously inaccessible 

areas, the Arctic is threatened by a global, modern-day version of the California 

gold rush. Its resources and marine life are too precious and sensitive to let a free-
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for-all happen in the absence of rules to govern expanded fishing, shipping and 

resource extraction. The United States must provide leadership in the creation of a 

strengthened system of governance for the Arctic. The president should call for a 

summit of Arctic nations in 2009 to negotiate a new Arctic Framework 

Convention by the end of 2012. The convention should be guided by sound 

science to establish safe levels of exploitation and commerce by all nations using 

the Arctic. 

 

 Save our native grasslands. Steeped in history and rich in natural wonder, the 

Northern Great Plains are among our nation’s most iconic and storied landscapes. 

They also represent one of the world’s most threatened habitats. The monarch of 

this realm is the American bison, but it is also home to pronghorn sheep and the 

endangered black-footed ferret. More than a cultural icon, however, the Great 

Plains are vital to watershed protection and carbon sequestration—services that 

are being undermined by agricultural subsidies that encourage ranchers to plow 

up their grasslands for uses such as biofuel production. The president should 

coordinate an effort among government agencies and private partners to save 

these disappearing grasslands through innovative approaches to public land 

acquisition and public-private partnerships that increase incentives for 

conservation. 

 

 Depoliticize science and restore integrity to government decision making. 

Enforcement of our environmental laws has suffered over the past eight years as 

strong regulations were weakened and weak ones were promulgated. Often this 

was against the advice of government scientists, whose findings were ignored, 

suppressed or sometimes distorted to conform to policy positions. Nearly 300 

species proposed for listing languish on the Endangered Species Act waiting list, 

while protections for some already classified as threatened or endangered have 

been weakened. Regulations under both the Clean Water Act and the Clean Air 

Act have been weakened or curtailed, while the issuance of permits to drill for oil 

and gas on public lands has soared. The next president should order a review of 

all policies and regulations issued since 2001 with a view toward revising or 

replacing them with regulations that ensure scientific integrity and withstand 

public scrutiny. In particular, the president should review and narrow the 

wholesale list of legal waivers granted for border fence construction and disaster 

recovery. 
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5. ENDNOTE:  THE PARADOX OF VALUE 

 

Throughout much of our history, things of great use to us, such as water, have been 

accorded little value compared to things of limited practical use to us, such as diamonds. 

This is the classic paradox of value that Adam Smith described in The Wealth of 

Nations—a paradox that has held true across the more than two centuries that have 

passed since that foundational text for modern economics was written.
13

 With the 21
st
 

century, however, has come a period of accounting. The human footprint, as measured by 

our increasing numbers and consumptive demands, has grown too big to allow us to 

continue taking for granted the resources on which life depends simply because they 

seemed so plentiful in the past.  

 

We are entering a period in which the true value of what we take for granted will, unless 

we are very careful, start to become all too painfully apparent. It is time to start valuing 

nature for the life-sustaining services and resources it provides to us. It is time to take a 

hard look at our priorities: Water is becoming a far more strategic resource than oil. We 

can learn to do with less of the latter. Indeed, there are already alternatives in the form of 

solar, wind and geothermal energies, among other replacements for fossil fuels. No one, 

however, is likely to come up with an alternative to water for sustaining life. 

 

The next president of the United States has a historic opportunity. We still have time to 

meet the challenge of climate change, time to manage our resources sustainably, time to 

preserve nature for both the wonders that inspire us and the services that sustain us. We 

still have time, but not all that much of it, for decisions deferred today will prove far 

costlier for our children to make tomorrow. This greenprint is offered in the hopes that 

the next president will seize the opportunity while there is still time by demonstrating the 

vision, resolve and leadership required to help guide the world toward a truly safer, 

sustainable and more prosperous future.     
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