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Transforming how we think and act using the ecological integrity concept

We have a major problem in translating good intentions about environmental improvement reflecting more ecocentic approaches into every day life and decision making about the big environmental issues, such as unprecedented changes in the natural world – biodiversity, climate, oceans, land forms, hydrology and pollution effects.  Practical action will involve social choices that should flow from discussions about preferred outcomes. There will be differences of view about choices, values and outcomes.

I argue that the concept of ecological integrity -  involving maintaining the quality of an ecosystem in which the ecological processes sustain the function, composition and structure of the system – provides a foundation for progress that accommodates these differences while remaining consistent with established knowledge about the natural world and how it is changing. 
Ecological integrity can be applied with the planetary boundaries concept, which uses existing knowledge to highlight aspects of the natural world most at risk of exceeding ‘safe operating limits’ for life on Earth as it has been for the last 10,000 years or so.  

Applying ecological integrity encourages a holistic approach and helps avoid reductionist approaches that limit effective responses to the wider issues.  From a policy perspective, it links action on a particular or local issue with ecosystem services – the benefits to human from nature, or direct and indirect contributions of ecosystems to human wellbeing.  Most importantly, ecological integrity can provide a relatively non-contentious trigger for awareness raising and transformation of public attitudes and behaviour to achieve better understanding of the Earth system and improvement in overall environmental management. It reinforces our understanding that human activities are dependent on the natural environment.

There are practical examples from other countries supporting the value of using the ecological integrity concept.
Nelson Quinn’s higher degree research at Griffith University is about the value of the concept of ecological integrity for improvement in biosecurity law and management in Australia even if various inhibiting factors persist, eg, the domination by trade at the border, continuing inadequate attention to the existing and growing invasive pest problems within Australia and market failure.
Nelson has a long history with legal and environmental management issues, as a senior Commonwealth executive, as a member of IPCC, and with UNEP, IMO, OECD and the Asia-Pacific Network for Global Change Research.  His experience includes farming and industry and landcare organisations. 

