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food and timber, the study also analyzes the condition of a
broad array of ecosystem goods and services that people need,
or enjoy, but do not buy in the marketplace.

The five PAGE reports show that human action has pro-
foundly changed the extent, condition, and capacity of all
major ecosystem types. Agriculture has expanded at the ex-
pense of grasslands and forests, engineering projects have
altered the hydrological regime of most of the world’s major
rivers, settlement and other forms of development have con-
verted habitats around the world’s coastlines. Human activi-
ties have adversely altered the earth’s most important bio-
geochemical cycles — the water, carbon, and nitrogen cycles
— on which all life forms depend. Intensive management
regimes and infrastructure development have contributed
positively to providing some goods and services, such as food
and fiber from forest plantations. They have also led to habi-
tat fragmentation, pollution, and increased ecosystem vul-
nerability to pest attack, fires, and invasion by nonnative spe-
cies. Information is often incomplete and the picture con-
fused, but there are many signs that the overall capacity of
ecosystems to continue to produce many of the goods and
services on which we depend is declining.

The results of the PAGE are summarized in World Resources
2000–2001, a biennial report on the global environment pub-
lished by the World Resources Institute in partnership with
the United Nations Development Programme, the United Na-
tions Environment Programme, and the World Bank. These
institutions have affirmed their commitment to making the
viability of the world’s ecosystems a critical development pri-
ority for the 21st century. WRI and its partners began work
with a conviction that the challenge of managing earth’s eco-
systems — and the consequences of failure — will increase
significantly in coming decades. We end with a keen aware-
ness that the scientific knowledge and political will required
to meet this challenge are often lacking today. To make sound
ecosystem management decisions in the future, significant
changes are needed in the way we use the knowledge and
experience at hand, as well as the range of information brought
to bear on resource management decisions.

Earth’s ecosystems and its peoples are bound together in a
grand and complex symbiosis. We depend on ecosystems to
sustain us, but the continued health of ecosystems depends,
in turn, on our use and care. Ecosystems are the productive
engines of the planet, providing us with everything from the
water we drink to the food we eat and the fiber we use for
clothing, paper, or lumber. Yet, nearly every measure we use
to assess the health of ecosystems tells us we are drawing on
them more than ever and degrading them, in some cases at
an accelerating pace.

Our knowledge of ecosystems has increased dramatically
in recent decades, but it has not kept pace with our ability to
alter them. Economic development and human well-being will
depend in large part on our ability to manage ecosystems
more sustainably. We must learn to evaluate our decisions on
land and resource use in terms of how they affect the capac-
ity of ecosystems to sustain life — not only human life, but
also the health and productive potential of plants, animals,
and natural systems.

A critical step in improving the way we manage the earth’s
ecosystems is to take stock of their extent, their condition,
and their capacity to provide the goods and services we will
need in years to come. To date, no such comprehensive as-
sessment of the state of the world’s ecosystems has been un-
dertaken.

The Pilot Analysis of Global Ecosystems (PAGE) begins
to address this gap. This study is the result of a remarkable
collaborative effort between the World Resources Institute
(WRI), the International Food Policy Research Institute
(IFPRI), intergovernmental organizations, agencies, research
institutes, and individual experts in more than 25 countries
worldwide. The PAGE compares information already avail-
able on a global scale about the condition of five major classes
of ecosystems: agroecosystems, coastal areas, forests, fresh-
water systems, and grasslands. IFPRI led the agroecosystem
analysis, while the others were led by WRI. The pilot analy-
sis examines not only the quantity and quality of outputs but
also the biological basis for production, including soil and
water condition, biodiversity, and changes in land use over
time. Rather than looking just at marketed products, such as
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A truly comprehensive and integrated assessment of glo-
bal ecosystems that goes well beyond our pilot analysis is
necessary to meet information needs and to catalyze regional
and local assessments. Planning for such a Millennium Eco-
system Assessment is already under way. In 1998, represen-
tatives from international scientific and political bodies be-
gan to explore the merits of, and recommend the structure
for, such an assessment. After consulting for a year and con-
sidering the preliminary findings of the PAGE report, they
concluded that an international scientific assessment of the
present and likely future condition of the world’s ecosystems
was both feasible and urgently needed. They urged local,
national, and international institutions to support the effort
as stakeholders, users, and sources of expertise. If concluded
successfully, the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment will gen-
erate new information, integrate current knowledge, develop
methodological tools, and increase public understanding.

Human dominance of the earth’s productive systems gives
us enormous responsibilities, but great opportunities as well.
The challenge for the 21st century is to understand the vul-
nerabilities and resilience of ecosystems, so that we can find
ways to reconcile the demands of human development with
the tolerances of nature.
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