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Humans now influence all biological and physical systems of the planet. 

Almost no species, land area, or part of the oceans has remained unaffected 

by the expansion of the human species. Recent scientific findings suggest that 

the entire earth system now operates outside the normal state exhibited over 

at least the past 500,000 years. Yet at the same time, it is apparent that the 

institutions, organizations, and mechanisms by which humans govern their 

relationship with the natural environment and global biogeochemical sys-

tems are utterly insufficient— and poorly understood. More fundamental 

and applied research is needed.

Such research is no easy undertaking. It must span the entire globe because 

only integrated global solutions can ensure a sustainable coevolution of bio-

physical and socioeconomic systems. But it must also draw on local experi-

ences and insights. Research on earth system governance must be about 

places in all their diversity, yet seek to integrate place- based research within 

a global understanding of the myriad human interactions with the earth 

system. Eventually, the task is to develop integrated systems of governance, 

from the local to the global level, that ensure the sustainable development 

of the coupled socioecological system that the Earth has become.

The series Earth System Governance is designed to address this research 

challenge. Books in this series will pursue this challenge from a variety of 

disciplinary perspectives, at different levels of governance, and with a range 

of methods. Yet all will further one common aim: analyzing current systems 

of earth system governance with a view to increased understanding and pos-

sible improvements and reform. Books in this series will be of interest to the 

academic community but will also inform practitioners and at times con-

tribute to policy debates.
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x Series Foreword

This series is related to the long- term international research program 

“Earth System Governance Project.”

Frank Biermann, Copernicus Institute of Sustainable Development, 

Utrecht University

Oran R. Young, Bren School, University of California, Santa Barbara
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