
More Praise for Acting as if Tomorrow Matters: 
Accelerating the Transition to Sustainability

Acting as if Tomorrow Matters offers a sweeping review of America’s sustainability 
journey, tracking progress—and slippage—across a wide range of critical issues over 
the past 20 years. Even more powerfully, it charts a course toward a truly sustainable 
future, highlighting the advances in law, governance, incentives, education, and 
political mobilization that will be required.
—Daniel C. Esty
Hillhouse Professor of Environmental Law and Policy, 
Yale University 

From Rio '92 to Rio '12: America's pledge to achieve sustainability has been honored 
too often in the breach. The reasons for both failures and successes are many and 
complex, as are the tasks ahead. Acting as if Tomorrow Matters offers redemption 
and a vision of success. 
—Paul R. Ehrlich
Bing Professor of Population Studies, Stanford University, 
and author of The Dominant Animal

John Dernbach has been the leading chronicler of the 20-year quest for sustainabil-
ity in the United States since the 1992 Rio Earth Summit. What Professor Dernbach 
has observed in the United States is reflective of what is going on around the world.
—Jacob Scherr
Director of Global Strategy and Advocacy,  
Natural Resources Defense Council 
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For Tess, Becky, and all those in the next generation

“This nation behaves well if it treats the natural resources as assets which it must 
turn over to the next generation increased, and not impaired, in value.”

		  Theodore Roosevelt (1910)





vii

Contents

Preface	 ix

Biographies of Authors	 xiii

Introduction 	 1

I.	 Modest Progress Toward an Increasingly Distant Goal	
1.	 Environmental and Public Health Protection: Steps Forward and  

Steps Back	 15
2.	 Growing Consumption and Population	 39
3.	 Greater Poverty, Unemployment, and Attention to Environmental Justice	 57
4.	 The Built Environment: Shifting Toward Sustainability	 69
5.	 Governance: Communities as Sustainability Leaders, States as Energy 

Leaders (and the Federal Government Catching Up?)	 81
6.	 Improving Opportunities for Sustainability Education and Engagement	 101
7.	 International Activity: A More-Sustainable Direction but  

Reduced Influence	 113

II.	 Drivers for Sustainability	
8.	 Growing Support in Spite of Mixed Public Opinion	 131
9.	 More-Sustainable Decisions Are Easier to Make and More Attractive	 155
10.	 Lawmaking Is Not Limited to Environmental Regulation	 173

III.	 Obstacles to Further Progress	
11.	 Habits, Lack of Urgency, and Uncertainty About Alternatives	 189
12.	 Unsupportive Law and Governance	 201
13.	 Political Opposition and Growing Influence of Other Countries	 215

IV.	 Accelerating Progress, Overcoming Obstacles	
14.	 More and Better Sustainability Choices	 229
15.	 Law for Sustainability	 241
16.	 Visionary and Pragmatic Governance	 267
17.	 An American Sustainability Movement	 285

Endnotes	 301

Index	 355




