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Reshaping Environments: An interdisciplinary approach to sustainability in a  
complex world draws together a team of specialist authors from disciplines 
including urban planning, geography, engineering and environmental science to 
examine the diverse influences humans have upon the natural environment. This 
interdisciplinary approach presents multifaceted solutions for complex environ-
mental problems.

The book explores current environmental science theories to provide a solid 
foundation of theoretical knowledge. Drawing on a range of case studies, it 
develops core analytical skills for application to real-world environmental issues.

Reshaping Environments gives environmental science students the tools and 
insight to comprehend the range of influences society imposes on the natural 
environment. It is essential reading for those interested in creating a mutually 
beneficial future for human society and the natural environment.

Additional resources are available at www.cambridge.edu.au/academic/
reshaping.

Helena Bender is in the Melbourne School of Land and Environment at the 
University of Melbourne.
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Foreword

We humans have always reshaped our environment. Throughout most of human  history, 
our numbers were relatively small and our technologies primitive, so the impacts were 
localised. In the 21st century, there are now more than seven billion humans and our 
resource use has expanded dramatically, so we are now actively reshaping the environ-
ment at the global level. Nobel Laureate Paul Crutzen argues that we are in an epoch he 
calls the Anthropocene: a period distinguished by the impact of human activity. Most 
educated people now understand that we are changing the global climate by perturb-
ing the carbon cycle, but we are also significantly altering the other great natural cycles 
of water, nitrogen, phosphorus, sulfur and so on. Humans now appropriate, directly or 
indirectly, about half of the total photosynthetic product of the Earth – as much as the 
other eight million species altogether. Species are being lost at a rate comparable with 
the five great extinction events in the Earth’s history, but this loss of biodiversity has 
not been caused by a natural cataclysm. It is the direct result of our impact on the plan-
et’s natural systems. So we urgently need to become more aware of the consequences 
of our decisions and actions.

We also need to think routinely on much longer time scales. The decisions being 
made now about energy supply and use will continue to change the global climate for 
at least a hundred years, and will be increasing the sea level for several centuries. As 
well as changing the global climate, our decisions about urban planning, building con-
struction and transport systems are literally setting in concrete structures that will last 
for most of this century. Those decisions are usually responding to the pressures of this 
year’s balance sheet or next year’s election; in other words, they are normally based on 
timescales that are irresponsible and totally inappropriate.

So those who are making decisions that reshape our environment need to be bet-
ter informed at two levels. They need to understand the theoretical ideas and models 
that will help them to make wise choices. They also need guidance about turning 
those theories into practical environments that meet all our needs: physical, emo-
tional, social, cultural and spiritual. This book is an excellent guide for those facing 
the need to make responsible choices, taking account of the range of factors involved. 
It has been wisely observed that we can never change only one thing in a complex sys-
tem. Choices always entail consequences that cascade through the natural and social 
world. To make good decisions we need to understand and embrace that complexity. 
We also need to review past choices and respond actively as our knowledge increases 
of the many impacts of those decisions. The future is not somewhere we are going, but 
something we are creating. The contributions in this book will help you, the reader, to 
reshape environments sensitively.

The book contains several examples of the sorts of changes we need to be mak-
ing as we reshape our environments to achieve the goal of a sustainable future. They 
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viii Foreword 

demonstrate the crucial need for interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary thinking. As I 
learned in a decade working for the UK Open University, analysis of a complex prob-
lem inevitably requires the skills and knowledge of a range of traditional disciplines, 
while developing workable solutions. It demands systems thinking, understanding and 
appreciating the many linkages between the various different elements of the problem. 
Whether you are working on a very specific project like a straw-bale house or some-
thing as diverse as an entire region, the same principles apply. Farming, forestry and 
fire management demand a similar approach to school construction or Singaporean 
transport, irrigated agriculture or tropical grazing. The case studies in this book illus-
trate the general principles developed in the theory chapters. Together they comprise a 
wonderful resource that will help you, the reader, to make a difference.

Emeritus Professor Ian Lowe
Griffith University

15 November 2011 
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