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Abstract  
The understanding of sustainable development began in the mid-20th century when scientists identified 

a number of environmental and economic challenges related to the spiraling global population growth 

and overconsumption.  Sustainable development is often loosely defined as the desire to improve the 

world-wide standard of living while considering the effects of economic development on natural 

resources.  Or more specifically, development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations.  Sustainable development is concerned with the fair 

distribution of resources (energy, clean water, air, etc). The principals behind sustainability lend 

themselves quite well to a discussion and study of ethics, specifically the ethical framework that Aldo 

Leopold coined the *land ethic*, which encourages people to extend the thinking about communities to 

include the collective land (soil, water, plants and animals), essentially placing a value on all living things.   
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Sustainable development is based on the three key pillars of sustainability: the environment, society and 

the economy – or in accounting speak, the Triple Bottom Line. Sustainable development is the desire to 

improve the world-wide standard of living while considering the effects of economic development on 

natural resources [Striebig et al, 2016, p. 9].  The concepts span social justice and equality, land and 

environmental ethics, ecology, intergenerational equity – essentially putting an equal value on all living 

things in the Earth community.    

Often described as the Bundtland definition, a 1987 report on the concept of sustainable development 

further articulated the concept in its report Our Common Future [WCED, 1987. p. 41]:  

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.   

The report goes on to talk about two key concepts: the concept of essential needs of the worlds and 

placing limitations (regulations) on the environments ability to meet those demands.  This is an 

important consideration, as it speaks to controlling one person’s essentials freedoms in a sense (the 

freedoms of life, liberty and pursuit of happiness), in compromise or exchange for the "greater good" of 

all humans, and the environment.   

What does this have to do within a framework of studying ethics?  Everything.  Specifically, the most 

common ethical theories studied, Utilitarianism, Respect for Persons and Virtue Ethics [MCEP, 2017]. 

Morals are values people adopt to guide the way they treat others – and when there is a conflict 

between moral beliefs, ethics can be used to guide toward a decision (outcome) based on ethical 

reasoning.  A framework for making decisions, not unlike an engineering formula with multiple variables.  
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The three theories cited above are based on different concepts, but all are essentially centered around 

humans.  For example, Utilitarianism is based on promoting the greatest good for the greatest amount 

of people; Respect For Persons is based on morality and treating all people the same; and Virtue Ethics is 

essentially based in the pursuit of happiness or well-being.   

Even the National Social of Professional Engineers Code of Ethics states that the "the engineer shall hold 

paramount the health, safety, and welfare of the public" [NSPE, 2007]. The Fundamental Canons of the 

Engineering Code of Ethics all take a very human-centric view, holding the public good the highest above 

all else.  In these theories, it follows that nature and the environment are valued based solely on the 

goods that nature can provide to the public.  Aristotle certainly believed this to be true, when in support 

of this anthropocentric view, explains "plants exist to give food to animals and animals to give food to 

men…since nature makes nothing purposeless or in vain, all animals must have been made by nature for 

the sake of man" [Vesilind et al, p. 71].  It should be noted that the NSPE Code of Ethics does 

"encourage" engineers to adhere to sustainable development in order to "protect the environment for 

future generations", however it is not a fundamental canon, and is simply a recommendation  

This anthropocentric view does not seem to adequately reflect our current attitude to other living things 

and nature – basically that like other humans, nature is inherently good and should be protected 

because it is the right thing to do.  In fact, all of the theories of ethics could be more applicable to 

sustainable development if considerations were made to the environment as well.  Certainly, an 

argument can be made, that they actually do.  While I do not believe that it was the intent, an argument 

can be made that because the theories promote the greater good, welfare and happiness, that by 

definition they promote taking care of fellow animals and the environment because that will lead to 

man-kinds welfare.   

Following the three basic ethical theories cited above, other types of ethics took shape by prominent 

writers and philosophers which include ethical arguments to include animals and nature.  These have 

been termed existentialist ethical thinking [Striebig et al, 2016, p.24].  Aldo Leopold, considered the 

father of conservation, further articulated this view in the Sand County Almanac, which led to the 

development of a more comprehensive ethical framework call the "land ethic".  The land ethic 

encourages people to extend the ethical behavior to include soil, water, plants, and animals, or 

collectively, the land.  This "biocentric outlook" values all living things in earths community, and all 

organisms are interconnected [Taylor, 1981, p. 207].  Taking that one step further, "deep ecology" ethic 

lies even further polar opposite from anthropocentric views, in which humans have the exact equal (no 

greater) importance than any other component of nature.   

Of course, it is difficult in reality, or within the framework of professional duties, to apply the deep 

ecology ethic across the board – in fact, it would be in direct contradiction to the NSPE Code of Ethics in 

many cases that we all adhere to.  However, as a counter argument, it can be suggested that the mere 

mention of sustainable development with the code, makes it a duty (I hesitate to say a requirement or a 
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moral obligation) that we as engineers take action that aims to protect the environment for future 

generations, and thus treat animals and nature with respect.   

Environmental ethics are often compared to not being unlike spirituality.  This spiritual, environmental, 

or land ethic approach considers a sense of obligation to future generations of our species (in line with 

the Utilitarianism theory), and this becomes more of a moral choice to preserve and protect the 

environment based on a spiritual belief that it is the right thing to do.  One can include the land ethic 

within their tools when analyzing moral issues.  It is up to each person to decide which tool (ethical 

theory) they value more than others, but it certainly makes sense to include the environment into any 

consideration, as we have a moral obligation to future generations (our grandkids and their grandkids, 

etc).  We should all inherently want to leave the world a better place than we found it.   

There are very complicated issues to consider, but since sustainable development considers not only 

economic factors, but also the environment and communities (people, planet, profit), it is easy to see 

how the beforementioned ethical theories are interconnected and can used to guide one in making 

decisions.  Sustainable development meets current needs, without compromising future generations.  

The benefits of such an approach are obvious, given the dire environmental crisis we face dealing with 

climate change, deforestation, and environmental degradation.   

As engineers, we have the power to shift perception of these issues and raise awareness, all within the 

boundaries of encouraging sustainable practices by our code of ethics.  In fact, I believe we all have a 

duty to do this.  Much of the development that goes on has no regard for the environment or its people, 

with money being the sole driving force, and it can be argued that professionals that practice in this 

way, are actually not abiding by the very code of ethics that we have all agreed to.  Design should be 

thoughtful to nature and culture - and focused on the concept of Do No Harm [SITES, 2017, p.9].  It is not 

to say that development is inherently bad - far from it, but there are ways to develop that doesn’t strip 

the land of its environmental value, treats animals with respect and will hopefully allow our future 

generations to enjoy the same things that we all enjoy today.  The engineer’s responsibility is to help 

ensure that the next generation lives in a better world than the one before it, and that we all have 

access to clean water, air and a healthy environment.   
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Russ Hooper is the founder and owner of Mountain Sun Resources – an Austin, Texas based sustainable 

development company with a focus on preservation, conservation, and low impact/regenerative 

development.  We are committed to providing a thoughtful and harmonious intersection of the built and 

natural environments with a goal to leave the world a better place than we found it and preserve our 

natural resources for generations to come.  We believe in the triple bottom line – people, planet and 

profit - and see business as the best way to enact positive environmental change.  The Land Ethic and the 

tenets of Sustainable Development are included in our Mission Statement and as part of our Core Values.   
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