Sustainability Science Program

The Sustainability Science Program at Harvard’s Center for International Development seeks to facilitate the
design, implementation, and evaluation of effective interventions that promote sustainable development. To
that end, we seck to advance scientific understanding of human-environment systems; to improve linkages
between relevant research and innovation communities on the one hand, and relevant policy and management
communities on the other; and, more broadly, to build capacity for linking knowledge with action to promote
sustainability.

Sustainable Development and Sustainability Science

“Sustainable development” — reconciling society’s developmental goals with the planet’s environmental limits
over the long term — has emerged as one of the central challenges facing humanity at the dawn of the 21%
century. Today’s development trajectories are increasingly recognized to be neither adequate for meeting human
needs nor environmentally sustainable over the long run. For example, rapid industrialization powered by fossil
fuels is producing waste streams that far exceed nature’s absorptive capacities, resulting in transformation of the
global climate and deterioration of air and water quality in many parts of the world. The world’s ecosystems
on which more than a billion people directly depend for their livelihoods and all of us indirectly depend for a
variety of essential services are likewise subject to accelerating degradation. To recognize these threats to the
sustainability of development is not to counsel despair nor to oppose economic growth. It is to argue for the
transcendent importance of identifying and promoting development paths that embody a transition toward
sustainability — that advance human well-being in ways that nurture and restore the earth’s essential life support
systems.

“Sustainability science” is the emerging field of research focused on the challenges of sustainable development.
From a core of use-inspired basic research on the interactions between social and natural systems, the field
reaches out to embrace relevant scholarship both on the fundamental character of interactions among humans,
their technologies, and the environment, and on the utilization of that knowledge to address urgent problems
of economic development and environmental conservation. Sustainability science began to emerge as a field
in its own right during the mid-1990s. Today it has become embedded in the research agendas of academies
of science, international development institutions, and an increasing number of individual scholars. The field
supports its own journals, and is growing in capacity through an increasing number of dedicated academic
programs, institutes, and graduate schools around the world.

Program Activities

To achieve its goals, Harvard’s Sustainability Science Program currently promotes and supports three broad
streams of activity:

Globalization and sustainable development: At the strategic level, we build on Harvard’s position as aleading
international university to explore how broad trends of globalization are reshaping the challenges of — and
opportunities for — sustainable development. We seek to improve understanding of the nature and consequences
for sustainable development of globalization in priority areas of trade and finance, democratization and human
rights, population and habitation, environmental change, and information and communication.

Linking knowledge with action: At the tactical level, the Program draws on the practice-oriented traditions
of Harvard’s professional schools to explore issues of what works, under what conditions, for better linking
knowledge with action in support of sustainable development. Our work includes evaluations of the efficacy of
alternative policies and institutions, identification of best practices, and efforts to promote systematic learning
from comparisons of experience across sectors and places. Current work is underway in regions around the
world, with sectoral foci on water, energy, health, and the nexus of agriculture and ecosystems.



Capacity building: The Program also supports a diverse set of capacity-building, training and education
activities, all carried out in close collaboration with our research and policy efforts. The core of these activities
is our Fellows Program, which brings together students from throughout the greater Cambridge university
community plus visiting doctoral students, post-doctoral researchers, and practitioners from around the world.
Our university-wide seminar speaker series on “Frontiers in Sustainable Development” brings to Harvard
leading scholars and practitioners of sustainable development. Finally, we are developing and disseminating a
range of information and curricular materials designed to support existing teaching at Harvard as well as new
executive programs for advanced professionals working in sustainable development.

The Program Network

The Sustainability Science Program seeks to serve members of the entire Harvard community as a common
forum and facilitator for work on science, innovation and sustainable development. In addition, it promotes
collaboration between members of the Harvard community and the extended international network of scholars
and practitioners engaged in sustainability science. Close working relations are therefore maintained with other
relevant Harvard efforts, especially those of the Environment and Development initiatives of the Harvard
University Center for the Environment; the Science, Technology and Public Policy Program of the Belfer
Center for Science and International Affairs; and the Growth Lab at the Center for International Development.
The Program’s external network involves collaborators from scientific academies and professional institutions,
development organizations, research centers and other universities around the world. Especially active are
links with the sustainability science and technology programs of the U.S. National Academy of Sciences, the
Academy of Sciences for the Developing World, and the Consultative Group on International Agricultural
Research. Harvard’s Sustainability Science Program also maintains a close working relationship with the Center
for Science, Innovation and Sustainability at the American Association for the Advancement of Science and a
role in the virtual network, the Forum on Science and Innovation for Sustainable Development.

Program Sponsorship

The Sustainability Science Program’s core supportis provided by Harvard’s Center for International Development
and a generous gift from the Italian Ministry for Environment, Land and Sea. Additional project-specific
funding comes from a variety of federal agencies, private foundations, and Harvard soutrces. The Program uses
these resources to run a competition for grants to Harvard faculty interested in initiating research and training
projects in sustainability science. It also hosts an international fellows” competition that brings doctoral and
post-doctoral students as well as practicing professionals to Harvard for extended periods.

Program People

The Program is directed by William C. Clark (Harvey Brooks Professor of International Science, Public Policy
and Human Development, Kennedy School of Government) and Nancy Dickson (Senior Researcher, Kennedy
School of Government). They are supported by a steering group of Harvard faculty: Merilee Grindle, John
Holdren, and Michael Kremer, and an Advisory Committee chaired by CID Director Ricardo Hausmann.
Membership in the Program is open to Harvard faculty, researchers and students upon application to the
directors, and to collaborators from other institutions by invitation. Members ate eligible for Program grants,
and to host Program fellows. For more information visit the web site at www.cid.harvard.edu/ sustsci or contact
nancy_dickson@hatvard.edu.




