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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The long and short of the matter is that forest conservation depends in part 

on intelligent consumption, as well as intelligent production of lumber.

Aldo Leopold, “The Home Builder Conserves” (1928)

The Intelligent Consumption Project (ICP), a joint effort of the Wisconsin Academy of

Sciences, Arts and Letters and the United States Department of Agriculture Forest Service, 

has sought to explore the role that informed consumer choices can play in shaping conservation

policy and practice, and ultimately in shaping our landscape. Intelligent consumption is viewed

as a critical part of our society’s continuing effort to develop a viable conservation ethic. 

The expected increase in the world’s population within this century will present society with

challenges unprecedented in our history as a species. Not the least of these will be the challenge

of providing food, energy, shelter, clothing, and other goods for an expanding population that 

is increasingly affluent and able to consume. The ICP has examined how intelligent choices,

guided by a consumption ethic, can and should contribute to conservation efforts domestically

and globally.

The ICP has focused on the consumption of wood and wood products, while recognizing 

connections to the effects of consumption more generally. Given trends in human population

growth and the amount of forestland, it is apparent that forest ecosystems will continue to 

be subjected to enormous pressures even in the absence of increased consumption. Sharp reduc-

tions in forestland per capita virtually ensure escalating conflict over forest uses. With this

increased pressure we will face difficult challenges in our efforts to maintain the environmental

services and amenity values of forests as we seek to sustain them as a source of needed wood 

and fiber products.

Per capita consumption of wood in the United States is twice the average for other developed

countries and roughly three times the average for the world as a whole (Brooks 1993 and

Solberg 1996). Supporting the expanding world population at anything approaching current

U.S. per capita consumption rates will impose a substantially increased burden on the world’s

ecological systems. Reduced consumption of wood and wood products is an important response

to this state of affairs. However, reduction of wood consumption alone is an inadequate

response. For when we examine wood consumption in a broader context, we find that reduced

wood consumption, if pursued in the absence of reductions of consumption in general, may result in

adverse environmental impacts both within and outside of the United States. These impacts

include likely increases in energy use, the “transfer” of environmental burdens, and the substitu-

tion for wood of raw materials that carry their own social and environmental costs. The

environmental impacts of consumption thus involve not only the quantity but also the type of
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materials being consumed, as well as the type of environmental costs incurred. To ensure that 

consumers have opportunities to make intelligent choices involving wood products, we must

recognize, seek to understand, and communicate these connections.

Any strategy to encourage more intelligent resource consumption will need to be comprehen-

sive, and involve a variety of organizations and interests. Such a strategy should logically include

at least five components: a foundation in ethics and moral authority; access to technical and 

scientific information; research and development on resource efficiencies; public education; 

and institutional incentives to encourage responsible consumer choices. The Intelligent

Consumption Project has examined these components of an “intelligent consumption strategy”

and offers the following recommendations.

Ethics and Moral Authority

To strengthen the ethical foundation for intelligent consumption, the ICP recommends: explicit

recognition of the connections between consumption and environmental quality by opinion

leaders and institutions in various sectors; examination of current approaches to environmental

ethics for their value in illuminating issues related to consumption; greater scrutiny of the con-

sumption messages delivered through advertising and product promotion practices, and the

potential for these practices to be altered to support more informed choices; evocation of a sense

of place, and the commitment to environmental quality it entails, through literature and other

modes of expression; encouragement of study groups and other means of supporting those who

seek to make intelligent consumption choices; and avoidance of the language of shame and guilt

that often accompanies messages regarding ethics.

Technical and Scientific Information

To improve the reliability and availability of technical and scientific information, the ICP 

recommends: establishment of a National Materials Commission; support for a comprehensive

study of the impacts of material use and consumption; updating prior reports on the energy

implications of alternative building materials; establishment of a credible and independent 

clearinghouse for information on the environmental effects of materials use; and development 

of an easily understood rating system to provide consumer information related to the environ-

mental impacts associated with the manufacture, use, and disposal of materials.

Research and Development

To encourage development of new knowledge in support of more intelligent consumption, the

ICP recommends: continued strong support for basic research and development, both within

and beyond the USDA/Forest Service, on efficient use of wood, and on materials use and effi-

ciency in general; preparation of a summary report on recent advances in life cycle analysis and

“environmental footprint” analysis; establishment of broadly agreed-upon protocols for testing

materials as part of life cycle analysis; and support for research in the social sciences on the con-

nections between economic and environmental health and consumption.
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Public Education

To enhance educational efforts in support of responsible consumption, the ICP recommends:

preparation of basic educational materials related to the production, use, and consumption of

forest products and other materials; promoting exploration of the environmental consequences

of consumption at all educational levels; support for interdisciplinary approaches to consump-

tion-related topics and for critical approaches to “consumer literacy”; tailoring of educational

materials to varied audiences; and encouragement of partnerships to promote ecological literacy

and responsible consumption outside formal educational settings.

Institutional Incentives and Barriers

To improve the institutional and policy context for intelligent consumption, the ICP recom-

mends: immediate consideration of a national materials policy; development of a national

environmental accounting system to trace the impact of material extraction, manufacture, use,

and disposal (refer to life cycle analysis above); fostering a national dialogue on desired future

population and immigration policy and on the efficacy of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as a

measure of well being; and evaluation of and, where appropriate, promotion of producer “take

back” laws and economic incentives (e.g. tax credits) designed to create more environmentally

sound consumer products.

Together these recommended actions could help make intelligent consumption a core 

component of conservation in the century ahead.
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ABOUT THE WISCONSIN ACADEMY OF SCIENCES, ARTS AND LETTERS

The Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, Arts and Letters is an independent, nonprofit membership

organization. It was chartered by the Wisconsin state legislature in 1870 with the mission of

gathering, sharing, and acting upon knowledge in the sciences, arts and letters for the benefit 

of the people of Wisconsin. The Wisconsin Academy is independently funded by grants, private

endowments, and our members. In keeping with that mission, the Wisconsin Academy conducts

various programs and projects in the sciences and humanities. Its four core programs are:

The Wisconsin Idea at the Academy

This program addresses issues of public concern by convening groups with differing viewpoints,

a role that the Wisconsin Academy, because of its independent status, is uniquely suited to play.

The resulting workshops, meetings, and conferences are designed to gather and share informa-

tion and, where possible, discover common ground. Under the Wisconsin Idea program, the

Academy is now beginning a review of the sustainability of Wisconsin’s waters. The Intelligent

Consumption Project served as a pilot for this program.

Fall Forums

The Wisconsin Academy’s Fall Forums and other conferences use the same “all players to the

table” model to educate and encourage a thoughtful citizenry to better evaluate controversial

topics and to promote communication among participants and the general public. The forums

address topics that call for timely, multidisciplinary examination — issues that are at a “tipping

point.” Fall Forum 2001 will examine the Bill of Rights in our lives.

Wisconsin Academy Gallery

The Wisconsin Academy’s gallery, which opened in 1974, is the only noncommercial gallery in

the state to feature a different Wisconsin artist every month, with a special themed exhibit once

a year. The juried exhibits showcase both established and emerging artists working in a wide

variety of media. The Wisconsin Academy Gallery will move into the Overture Center, a 

cultural arts center in downtown Madison, in 2004.

Wisconsin Academy Review

The Wisconsin Academy’s quarterly magazine features articles, essays, fiction, and art by many

of our state’s leading artists and thinkers, reflecting our interdisciplinary mission. It is the only

magazine in the state to highlight contemporary Wisconsin thought and culture.

For more information: Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, Arts and Letters, 1922 University

Avenue, Madison, WI 53705-4099. Phone: (608) 263-1692 or visit the Wisconsin Academy 

website at www.wisconsinacademy.org/
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ABOUT THE FOREST PRODUCTS LABORATORY

The U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service established the Forest Products Laboratory

(FPL) in 1910 to serve as a centralized wood research laboratory. Since its inception, the FPL

has sought to improve the use of wood through science and technology, thereby contributing to

the conservation and management of the forest resource. Through its research program, the

FPL seeks to expand and understand all aspects of conservation and use of the timber resource.

The programs are accomplished through coordinated partnerships involving industry, university,

and government. The current research program is conducted in five broad areas:

Wood Products

Pulp, Paper, and Composites

Wood Protection

Timber Demand and Technology Assessment

Microbial and Biochemical Technology

To bring research to potential users, the FPL publishes research findings for a variety of groups

including industry, the general public, regulatory agencies, state and private foresters, educators,

and other government agencies and organizations. FPL has published thousands of technical

reports and several major USDA handbooks. More than 100 scholarly journals publish FPL

research results.

For more information: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Forest Products

Laboratory, One Gifford Pinchot Drive, Madison, WI, 53705-2398. Phone: (608) 231-9200 

or visit the FPL website at www.fpl.fs.fed.us/
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I. INTRODUCTION

The Intelligent Consumption Project (ICP)
has sought to explore an often-neglected
dimension of conservation: the role that ethi-
cal consumer choices can and should play in
shaping conservation policy and practice, and
ultimately in shaping our landscape. The 
participants in the ICP consider intelligent 
consumption a critical part of our society’s 
continuing efforts to develop a viable conser-
vation ethic. Our goal has been to consider
how intelligent consumer choices can help
sustain the natural resource base upon 
which all life and any acceptable standard 
of living depend.

The ICP grew out of the October 1999 
conference, “Building on Leopold’s Legacy:
Conservation for a New Century,” hosted by
the Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, Arts and
Letters and sponsored, in part, by the
USDA/Forest Service. The conference was
held in Madison, Wisconsin, on the occasion
of the fiftieth anniversary of the publication
of Aldo Leopold’s conservation classic A Sand
County Almanac. At the conference, the Forest
Service’s Assistant Director of Forest
Management Doug MacCleery delivered an
address titled, “Is Aldo Leopold’s Land Ethic
Only Half a Loaf Unless a Consumption
Ethic Accompanies It?” (MacCleery 1999).
That address provided a conceptual founda-
tion for the project. The ICP has focused
primarily on wood and wood products. This

focus, however, provides the means to under-
stand the patterns and effects of consumption
more generally.

In the decades since the publication of A Sand
County Almanac, both professionals and the
American public have increasingly acknowl-
edged and accepted the proposition that
ethical considerations are woven into the
fabric of our land management philosophies
and practices. The land ethic — as outlined 
by Leopold in 1949 and elaborated since by
ethicists, historians, resource managers, and
conservationists — has become a vital part of
our discussions about human-environment
relationships (e.g. Williams et al. 1997;
Leopold 1999). It has focused attention on the
responsibility that individuals and institutions
have for maintaining and restoring the
“integrity, stability, and beauty” of the land.
Less attention has been given to the question
of how a personal environmental ethic can and
should be expressed in today’s increasingly
urbanized world, where few people have any
direct role or responsibility in managing land.

Although few of us directly manage natural
resources, we all remain resource consumers.
However, recognition of the ethical aspects 
of resource consumption has been limited 
at best. The United States consumes more
resources per capita than any other nation,
and the level of consumption is not 
diminishing (Bowyer 1997). Given these facts,
one of the consequences of working toward

DEFINING INTELLIGENT CONSUMPTION

he Intelligent Consumption Project is based on the premise that we all must take responsibility 

for the choices we make as consumers. To appropriately assume that responsibility we must have

accurate and useful information. The Intelligent Consumption Project has convened a group of leaders

and experts at the interface of conservation and consumption of forest resources to identify needed 

information and to explore methods for imparting and using that information. 

T
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ecological health and sustainability on both
public and private lands in the U.S. has been
to shift the impact of our consumption choices
to ecosystems elsewhere, both within the U.S.
and beyond. This raises two fundamental
questions. First, is it ethical and acceptable to
transfer the impacts of our consumption to
“someone else’s” ecosystems? Second, do our
ever-growing resource demands limit the
capacity of developing nations to meet their
own expanding resource needs? Thus, a key
challenge before us is to address the demand
and consumption side of the resource conser-
vation equation, and not just the supply or
land management side.

As a growing percentage of the world’s 
population industrializes, the U.S. is often
looked upon as a model for behavior.
Supporting growing numbers of people at
anything approaching current U.S. per capita
consumption rates will impose a substantially
increased burden on the world’s ecological
systems. The U.S. has an opportunity — and
an obligation — to lead the way in intelligent
consumption if it is truly serious in its 
commitment to environmental stewardship.
We can and must demonstrate, through our
actions, how a reasonable standard of living
can be supported without excessive and grow-
ing per capita consumption.

The Intelligent Consumption Project was
organized to explore further these premises
and their consequences. The ICP has sought,
as one of its primary objectives, to provide
opportunities for cross-sector exchange of
information and ideas on consumption and its
impacts. This objective was met through a
series of three daylong forums to enhance
awareness of issues related to forest product
consumption, obstacles to progress, and
opportunities to overcome those obstacles.
The first forum was held on June 12, 2000, 
in conjunction with the annual meeting of the
Society for Conservation Biology in Missoula,
Montana. The second forum took place in
Madison, Wisconsin, on July 19-20, 2000.
The third forum convened on October 2,
2000, in Washington, D.C., at the U.S.
Department of Agriculture. Appendix B
includes agendas from the three forums. 
This report summarizes findings and recom-
mendations produced during the three forums
and other meetings of ICP participants.

ALDO LEOPOLD AND INTELLIGENT CONSUMPTION

ldo Leopold was trained as a forester at the Yale Forest School and received an appointment with

the U.S. Forest Service in 1909. He worked in the Forest Service for nineteen years, and served

from 1924 to 1928 as assistant director of the Forest Products Laboratory in Madison, Wisconsin.

Leopold’s varied career as a forester, wildlife ecologist, conservationist, environmental philosopher, 

educator, and writer had a lasting impact on the course of twentieth century conservation science, policy,

and practice. He published prolifically, and his book A Sand County Almanac, published in 1949, is

widely regarded as a conservation classic. The Intelligent Consumption Project draws its title and spirit

from a 1928 essay “The Home Builder Conserves,” in which Leopold writes, “The long and short of 

the matter is that forest conservation depends in part on intelligent consumption, as well as intelligent

production of lumber.”

A
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II. CONSUMPTION AND
CONSERVATION

Human consumption of natural resources is 
a given; the level and type of consumption —
and the excessive degradation of natural
resources as a result of human consumption —
are not. These, at least, are the premises on
which the conservation movement and, more
recently, the concept of sustainability have
rested. The Intelligent Consumption Project
has explored questions that challenge all who
are concerned with the health of forest ecosys-
tems and the impact of human demands upon
them. In asking these questions, the ICP has
provided an opportunity to explore new
ground in conservation.

Consumption and Conservation in
Historical Context

In North America, the forest conservation
movement arose largely out of the experience
of unchecked forest exploitation in the eastern
part of the continent during the latter half 
of the 1800s and the early 1900s (Williams
1989). The waste and ruin associated with that
experience gave rise in the first decade of the
twentieth century to the Progressive Era 
conservation movement that emphasized 
the efficient use and scientific management 
of forests. Others in the early decades of the
conservation movement emphasized the pro-
tection of unexploited forestlands (Fox 1981).

This historic split between utilitarian and
preservationist approaches shaped debates
about the course of conservation throughout
the twentieth century. During that time, how-
ever, events continually altered the context of
forest conservation. Scientific understanding
of forest systems evolved. The social and 
economic demands upon forests changed. 
The philosophical and cultural foundations 
of conservation shifted. By the late 1930s,

conservationists had begun to explore how 
the emerging science of ecology challenged
the assumptions of both the utilitarian and
preservationist “schools” of conservation.
“Conservation is our attempt to put human
ecology on a permanent footing,” Aldo
Leopold wrote in 1942. Part of the strategy
for doing so, he suggested, involved “hitching
conservation directly to the producer-con-
sumer relation” (Leopold 1942).

Aldo Leopold and others of his generation
began to define a new approach to conserva-
tion, one that sought to overcome the
traditional utilitarian/preservationist split in
the conservation movement by emphasizing
the need to protect the diversity and function
of healthy ecosystems even while meeting
multiple human needs (Meine 1995). This del-
icate synthesis, however, was soon to feel the
pressure of growing social and economic pres-
sures in a post-World War II society that was
striving for higher standards of living.

The emergence of the environmental move-
ment in the 1960s and 1970s again changed
the context of forest conservation.
Environmentalism brought to the forefront a
broad range of issues associated with land, air,
and water pollution, pesticide use, and popula-
tion growth, as well as increasingly intensified
and specialized approaches to resource man-
agement. At the same time, the environmental
movement itself often intensified divisions in
society between urban and rural dwellers,
recreationists and other resource users, 
consumers and producers, and resource 
management professionals and citizens.

Recently, new fields have emerged to over-
come these divisions and provide more
integrated approaches to conservation:
restoration ecology, conservation biology,
landscape ecology, and sustainable agriculture
and forestry, among others. In the land 
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management professions and agencies, ecosys-
tem management and community-based
conservation have sought to define new
approaches to managing for ecosystem health
at both broader and more local scales (Knight
and Bates 1994; Bernard and Young 1997).

In the forestry arena, we have also become
more keenly aware of the overall values forests
provide aside from the traditional timber crop.
The top 150 non-wood forest products traded
internationally are worth over $11 billion per

year (not counting the even greater local value
of these products) and employ millions of
people (Abramovitz 1998). Forests shelter
countless species and provide habitat for other
useful organisms that pollinate crops and con-
trol disease-carrying pests. Forest ecosystems
provide services whose worth we have only
begun to assess. These include protection of
soil and water resources, moderation of flood-
ing cycles, provision of recreational and
aesthetic benefits, and sequestration of carbon.

TRENDS IN CONSUMPTION — THE BASICS

er capita consumption of wood in the United States is twice the average for other developed

countries and roughly three times that of the world as a whole (Brooks 1993). After dropping

substantially between 1900 and 1970, annual per capita consumption of wood in the United States

increased by 16 percent between 1970 and 1997, from 63.7 to 74.0 cubic feet (Howard 1999). This

was driven largely by increased use of wood fuels used in industrial processes after the oil embargoes of

the 1970s. When the growing U.S. population is combined with this 16 percent per capita consumption

increase, we see a substantial expansion of total wood consumption. Since the 1960s, the total increase

in wood consumption in the United States has been about 50 percent, growing from 12.1 billion cubic

feet in 1965 to 18.1 billion cubic feet in 1997 (Howard 1999).

The dominance of wood as an industrial raw material in the U.S. is clear. In 1998, wood comprised

about 45 percent of the weight of all basic construction materials consumed in the United States in that

year (Bowyer 2000). Today, the United States consumes almost as much wood, on a tonnage basis 

as the total for most other raw materials combined, including cement, steel, aluminum, plastics, and

copper (Koch 1991).

Indeed, it is important to note that residents of the United States consume far more of almost everything

than other nations. In 1998, for example, the U.S. per capita consumption of steel, aluminum, Portland

and masonry cement, and plastics was 3.2, 6.9, 1.5, and 6.4 times higher, respectively, than global per

capita consumption of these materials (Bowyer 1997). Thus, if the level of U.S. consumption is a legiti-

mate concern, then the issue extends well beyond the consumption of wood alone.

In contrast to growing per capita consumption of wood in the United States, global per capita wood 

consumption has actually declined slightly in recent decades, from 28.2 cubic feet in 1960 to 26.5 cubic

feet in 1995 (Solberg 1996). During that same period however, overall world consumption of wood —

including wood fuel and industrial wood — has grown by 60 percent to over 116.5 billion cubic feet.

This is due to the fact that, since 1960, the world’s population has grown by 90 percent and the global

economy has more than tripled in size (Brooks 1997; FAO 1997). Globally, the weight of wood con-

sumed exceeds the weight of all metals and plastics consumed combined (Bowyer 1997).

P
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Our efforts to define intelligent consumption
can be seen as part of our effort to re-integrate
conservation upon a broader foundation of
values. It grows out of the basic realization
that people use wood and wood products and
will continue to do so. However, it is based 
on the conviction that people may think 
more critically about the effects of their 
consumption, and make more intelligent
choices, if provided with the necessary tools
and knowledge.

Consumption: Patterns, Connections, 
and Choices

Concern about the degradation of soil and
water, the loss of biodiversity, climate change,
and other known and suspected consequences
of forest exploitation have brought increased
attention to forest product consumption
habits around the world (Gardner-Outlaw and
Engelman 1999). These concerns have stimu-
lated conservationists to explore appropriate
responses. With the United States consuming
a disproportionate share of forest resources
and other materials, it is clear that any com-
prehensive strategy for forest conservation
must address reduced consumption. Reduced
consumption of wood and wood products can
relieve some of the current pressures on U.S.
and global forests and help ensure that the
growing world population will have adequate
forest resources in the future. However, the
nature of these reductions must involve a 
variety of strategies, encompassing both
increased producer efficiency and alternative
consumer choices. 

Even apart from the question of per capita
consumption levels, the general trend in
human population growth has, and will con-
tinue to, place enormous pressure on
forestlands in the U.S. and around the world.
In less than four decades, per capita forest area
has fallen by more than 50 percent from a

global average of 3.0 acres (1.2 hectares) in
1960 to 1.5 acres (0.6 hectares) in 1995
(Gardner-Outlaw and Engelman 1999). Given
a projected world population of roughly 11
billion by the end of this century, the amount
of forestland for each person in the world will
shrink to between 0.7 and 0.8 acres (0.3
hectares) by the year 2100, even assuming
zero loss of forests over the next 100 years
(Bowyer 2000). 

In the United States the story is much the
same. The area of U.S. forestland has
remained relatively stable between 1920 and
1998 after declining by one third during the
1800s. Yet the more than doubling of the pop-
ulation during that same period had the effect
of reducing forest area per capita from 9.5
acres (3.8 hectares) to 2.7 acres (1.1 hectares).
If projected increases in human population hold
true, the area of forest per capita in the United
States will be more than halved by the end of the
century, to about 1.3 acres (0.4 hectares) (Bowyer
and Stockmann 2001). Sharp reductions in
forestland per capita virtually ensure escalat-
ing conflict over forest uses. We will face
difficult challenges in our efforts to maintain
the environmental services and amenity values
of forests even as we seek to sustain forests as
a source of needed wood and fiber products.

The predicted increases in the world’s popula-
tion within this century will present society
with challenges unprecedented in human his-
tory. Not the least of these will be the
challenge of providing food, fuel, shelter,
clothing, and durable and non-durable goods
of all kinds for a large and expanding popula-
tion that is increasingly affluent and able to
consume. As many as one billion new dwelling
units globally will likely be needed within just
the next fifty years (Bowyer 2000). Providing
for this increasing world population in an
equitable fashion is the challenge for leaders
in conservation and beyond.
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Citizens in the U.S. and other industrialized
nations enjoy high standards of living, in part
due to imports of energy and industrial raw
materials from developing nations. While
developed nations are substantially reliant on
imported raw materials to support high
domestic consumption levels, growing num-
bers of citizens in developing nations are
economically able to consume at levels well
beyond those of even the recent past.
Consequently, global consumption of energy
and material resources is increasing rapidly, in
some cases more rapidly than population. Per
capita consumption of a number of basic
materials and products (i.e. aluminum,
Portland cement, plastics, paper, and paper-
board) continues to increase even in the
United States (Bowyer 2000).

The Intelligent Consumption Project has
been concerned primarily with the consump-
tion of wood and wood products. However,
wood consumption cannot be considered in
isolation from the consumption of materials
more generally. Forest products are only one
possible focal point for a much broader con-
sideration of the impacts of consumption.

Consumption of all materials is an issue of
concern for the United States for several 
reasons, including: (1) its implications for the
nation’s balance of payments; (2) the reality 
of growing global competition for industrial
raw materials; (3) the domestic and global
environmental impacts of U.S. materials 
consumption; and (4) the equity issues that
consumption necessarily entails. But what
results might we anticipate if the consumption
of wood alone were to be reduced? Contrary to
expectations, the result could be highly adverse
to the environment in the U.S. and globally.
Reduction of wood consumption, without
accompanying success in reducing consumption in
general, would likely lead to a number of 
undesirable consequences, including:

• the substitution of other, often less environ-
mentally benign, raw materials for wood; 

• a substantial increase in metallic and 
non-metallic mineral extraction globally,
with the associated social and environmental
impacts of mining, minerals reduction, and
metals production; 

• a substantial increase in energy use, with
associated environmental impacts; and 

• a substantial increase in U.S. net imports,
accompanied by transfers to other countries
of environmental impacts associated with
basic raw materials extraction and processing.

Emerging life cycle inventory (LCI) data and
life cycle analyses (LCA) from research groups
around the world indicate that some environ-
mental impacts traceable to forest harvest and
wood use are significantly lower than impacts
associated with potential substitutes for wood.
This is the case even when high rates of recy-
cling of the potential substitutes are factored
in (Bowyer 2000).

Thus, to focus on the reduction of wood 
consumption alone may be ineffective or even
counter-productive from an environmental
perspective if the result is merely to substitute
for wood the consumption of other raw 
materials. The environmental impacts of 
consumption involve not only the quantity but
also the type of materials being consumed, as
well as the type of environmental costs incurred.
To allow consumers to make more intelligent
choices as consumers of wood products, we
must recognize, research, and communicate
information about these complex connections.

In sum, if the objective of intelligent con-
sumption is to encourage changes in
consumption choices to provide environmen-
tal benefits:
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• Efforts cannot focus exclusively on one
material, unless such efforts are dedicated
solely to increased efficiency of its produc-
tion and use.

• A “one-material-at-a-time” approach is
likely to lead to negative and possibly 
substantial unintended consequences, 
again unless efforts are strictly dedicated 
to increased efficiency of material produc-
tion and use. 

• Consideration must be given to the reduc-
tion of consumption generally. 

• Macro-issues must be recognized and
addressed. These include global trade, 
population and consumption patterns; 
environmental trade-offs (in both the
domestic and international arenas); and 
the capacity of economics to account for
benefits derived from shifting consumption
patterns.
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III. TOWARD INTELLIGENT
CONSUMPTION: COMPONENTS
OF A STRATEGY

Any strategy to encourage intelligent resource
consumption must be comprehensive. It
would necessarily encompass a wide variety 
of organizations and interests. Such a strategy
should logically include at least five 
components: a foundation in ethics and/or
moral authority; technical and scientific 
information to guide consumption choices;
research and development of more efficient
resource utilization technologies; public 
education; and institutional incentives to
encourage desirable administrative, economic,
and structural behavior.

Ethics and Moral Authority

The ICP working group explored this compo-
nent of a strategy by first asking a series of
basic questions. Is there, in fact, an ethical
(as opposed to purely scientific and expedient)
dimension to the consumption question? Is 
it desirable to formulate ethical positions and
make a moral/ethical case for altering our 
patterns of consumption? ICP participants
gave a unanimous “yes” to these questions.
The group achieved a general consensus on
the following points:

• American values with respect to the 
environment are in the “right place” but
occupy a relatively low position in the
American moral/ethical hierarchy. Access 
to information is part of the problem, 
but getting people to take the environment,
in particular the issue of consumption, more
seriously is a more significant challenge.

• Compartmentalized thinking in America is
common and may lead to the embrace of
contradictory beliefs and values, including 

consumption patterns that may damage
valued natural resources.

• Advertising and marketing interests 
are remarkably effective at promoting 
consumption. For an ethic of intelligent
consumption to take hold, the power 
of the mass media must be taken into 
consideration.

• Faith communities and other small 
mediating institutions can play a role in
emphasizing the importance of environmen-
tal quality and the link between stewardship
and consumption. This may be achieved 
for the faith communities by drawing upon
traditional religious teachings, which 
include the ethics of “moderation” and 
“just enough.”

Establishment and communication of ethical
and moral guidelines as a basis for limiting
consumption is, then, clearly a fundamental
component of any strategy for changing the
habits of American consumers. However, this
is an especially difficult undertaking given the
“culture of consumption” that currently exists
in the United States. The ethical and moral
authority for such a thrust can, and has, come
from a variety of possible sources: opinion
leaders in government agencies and academia,
conservation groups, and religious institu-
tions, as well as the resource-producing
industries. To be truly effective, this message
should ideally come from a wide variety of
credible sources and opinion leaders. This
broad authority would help strengthen the
ethical foundation for addressing consumption
issues, just as Leopold’s writings provided an
ethical foundation for land use and resource-
management issues.

While the Forest Service could be a catalyst
for and supporter of the consumption ethic
message, that message should properly be
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coming primarily from other sources and
opinion leaders. In recent years, faith-based
organizations have increasingly taken up the
cause of conservation. They are logical and
appropriate candidates for raising awareness 
of the issue of consumption. The
Unitarian/Universalist Church, for example,
has adopted a position in favor of an ethical
foundation for consumption choices
(Davidson 2000). Other individuals and
organizations with public credibility and key
leaders in the natural resource management
professions are logical candidates for carrying
the message of responsible consumption to 
the public, media, and others.

There is no question that developing the
moral authority for a consumption ethic will
be a formidable task. Organizations represent-
ing both environmental and commodity-
production interests have found reasons to be
leery of the consumption issue. Some environ-
mental groups are suspicious that those raising
the issue of environmental transfer effects are
simply seeking justification for increased com-
modity production on public lands. Moreover,
some of the major financial supporters of
environmental causes would, under scrutiny,
have to acknowledge their own high per capita
consumption rates and their own stake in 
continued consumption patterns. At the same
time, some commodity groups are also under-
standably leery of taking on this issue. Most of
these groups have traditionally assumed that
increased consumption — especially of “their”
commodities — is an unquestioned good.
Regarding high rates of consumption as
morally questionable plainly places them in 
an uncomfortable position. 

The moral challenge is complicated by other
factors as well. Our economic system is poorly
equipped to encourage or reward producers
who strive toward social and environmental
accountability. Divisiveness within the conser-

vation/natural resources “community” in the
U.S. can be a significant barrier to coopera-
tion in addressing consumption issues. Finally,
the international trade, equity, and population
questions raised by the issue of consumption
are difficult, complex, and often controversial.

To advance the ethical and moral component
of an ‘‘intelligent consumption” strategy, the
ICP group recommends the following strate-
gies and actions: 

Investigate and make explicit the connec-
tions between over-consumption and
environmental degradation. As we have
seen, these connections can often be complex
and simple answers elusive. However, the
process of exploring such connections and
exploring alternatives is itself valuable in 
promoting a stronger moral foundation for
intelligent consumption.

Compare and evaluate current approaches
in environmental ethics for their value in
illuminating issues related to consumption.
The strengths and weaknesses of existing
“schools” of environmental ethics (e.g., the
“stewardship” ideal or the “deep ecology”
approach) should be compared and evaluated.
One ethic that provides a potential bridge
between science and ethics is the “consequen-
tialist” approach to ethics, which focuses on
the outcomes, rather than the motivations, of
behavior. A focus on this approach may help
resolve the apparent disconnect between the
environmental values people espouse and the
behaviors in which they engage.

Undertake a thorough moral and practical
critique of advertising and product promo-
tion. These parts of the modern economic
“engine” have long been subject to critical
analysis and commentary (e.g. Stauber and
Rampton 1995). Progress in promoting more
intelligent consumption hinges not only 
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on criticizing those promotion techniques 
that encourage unwise consumption, but rec-
ognizing how promotion may contribute to
wiser choices.

Promote and use literature that encour-
ages a sense of place. We have separated
consumption from its impacts in both our
landscapes and our imaginations. In recent
years a body of literature has emerged that
serves to reconnect people to the places where
they live, work, and play (e.g. the works of
Wallace Stegner, Wendell Berry, Scott Russell
Sanders, and Terry Tempest Williams).
Opinion leaders from various sectors can draw
upon such writings to help people develop a
sense of place and sensitize adults and children
to the effect their choices have not only on
their own backyards, but the “backyards” of
others. This seems to be a necessary step
toward the closer integration of a land ethic
and a consumption ethic.

Explore and develop models for study
groups that could support individuals in
making more intelligent consumption
choices. Faith communities, neighborhoods,
service clubs, and consumer cooperatives have
sponsored such study groups on other issues.
Reviewing the efforts of groups that have
already addressed consumption as a theme
would certainly yield useful insights.

Avoid the language of shame and guilt that
often accompanies messages regarding
ethics. As a general theme, intelligent 
consumption is positive both ethically and in
terms of human happiness. The Dalai Lama
has remarked that the goal of religion and
ethics ought to be the advancement of human
happiness and compassionate care for the 
sentient universe. This is the positive spirit 
we should seek to promote in conveying the
need for more intelligent consumption.

Technical and Scientific Information

Even if the moral foundations for a consump-
tion ethic were to be strengthened and
broadly accepted, important information
would still be needed to put that ethic into
practice. Information on many aspects of the
consumption issue is still lacking or difficult to
access. To move toward more responsible 
consumption, readily available information 
on several dimensions of the issue would be
needed: 1) information comparing the energy
and other environmental implications of alter-
native consumption choices; 2) information 
on the environmental, economic, and other
implications of U.S. consumption domestically
and internationally; 3) exploration of whether
economic growth and expansion can occur at
the same time resource consumption rates are
declining; and 4) information as to how rising
human populations and per capita consump-
tion in the rapidly industrializing world are
likely to affect the natural environment
around the world.

The first of these dimensions involves the
consumers’ need for reliable information on
the full costs, benefits, and tradeoffs associated
with raw material production and transport,
product manufacturing, product use, and final
disposal. The situation demands broadly
accepted, standardized procedures and proto-
cols under which such information can be
gathered and disseminated. It requires, as well,
opportunities for independent verification of
claims. Labeling and certification programs
have begun to fill this need, but these pro-
grams must continue to evolve as scientific
understanding advances.

The USDA/Forest Service research commu-
nity has an important role to play in this
arena. In the 1970s the Forest Service cooper-
ated in a major study titled Renewable Resources
for Industrial Materials, better known as the
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CORRIM Report (National Research
Council, 1976). The report, named for the
Committee on Renewable Resources for
Industrial Materials (CORRIM) that created
it, examined the energy implications of several
alternative building materials including wood,
brick, steel, aluminum, concrete, and others. 
A CORRIM II initiative is currently under-
way, involving a consortium of U.S.
universities, the USDA Forest Service Forest
Products Laboratory, the National Forest
Products Laboratory of Canada (FORIN-
TEK), and the Athena Sustainable Materials
Institute. This group, known as the
Consortium for Research on Renewable
Industrial Materials, is making progress on
updating and expanding CORRIM I data, 
and through the Athena Sustainable Materials
Institute is working to link its efforts to devel-
opment of a U.S. national database. However,
significant additional funding is needed in the
near term to provide timely baseline informa-
tion for consumer decision-making.

“Life cycle analysis,” or LCA, in which all of
the energy and other environmental implica-
tions of the manufacture, use, and disposal of
various materials are systematically evaluated,
has been proposed as a significant emerging
approach for intelligent decision-making. 
This work is expensive and complicated and
requires new approaches to collaboration,
often among competing interests and indus-
tries. Its promise has yet to be fully realized.
The Forest Service and others could play a
leadership role in this area as well.

The second key information need is to iden-
tify the “environmental transfer” implications
of U.S. resource consumption. This includes
information on how U.S. consumption pat-
terns are affecting ecosystems in both the U.S.
and other nations. As an example, it is impor-
tant to know the extent to which U.S. wood
demand is affecting primary and/or old-

growth forests in other countries, and how
these impacts may be mitigated through estab-
lishment of environmentally sound high-yield
plantations both in the U.S. and on existing
degraded tropical sites. Given the current lack
of comprehensive information on this topic,
interest groups inevitably offer varying claims.
Reliable information is needed to help inform
public debate on this and other issues.

The other information needs noted above 
are self-explanatory. As noted elsewhere in
this report, it is important to note that 
consumption cannot be fully addressed apart
from the interrelated issues of the human
economy, human population growth, equity,
and environmental impacts. Intelligent 
consumption requires a conceptual framework
that can more thoroughly integrate economics
and ecology.

The ICP working group sought to assess the
existing state of affairs on the quality, useful-
ness, and availability of technical and scientific
information to support intelligent consump-
tion choices. The group agreed on a proposed
mission statement for this component of an
intelligent consumption strategy: Make avail-
able nationally authoritative information that
motivates people to make informed intelligent con-
sumption choices.

The group felt strongly that, to be effective,
information and the audiences for that 
information must be carefully considered 
and targeted. For example, groups such as
American Association of Retired Persons and
the Consumers Union provide opportunities
to reach large numbers of people, but mes-
sages must be refined to address the issues of
concern to these groups. It is also clear that
consumers need to know specifically what they
can do to reduce the adverse environmental
effects of their consumption choices.
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To support the scientific and technical 
information needs of an intelligent consump-
tion strategy, the ICP group recommends 
the following:

Establish a National Materials
Commission. Recognizing the importance of
gathering and synthesizing available technical
and scientific information on the environmen-
tal and other implications of materials
manufacture, use, and disposal, the ICP group
sees the need for a National Materials
Commission. The principal functions of this
commission would be to develop a national
materials policy and to provide guidance for
authoritative research in support of more
intelligent consumption. (See further discus-
sion below.)

Support an authoritative study of the
impacts of material use and consumption.
A more fully developed national study is
needed to consider how the use of materials 
in the U.S affects energy consumption, 
climate change, trade, the quality of the 
environment in the U.S. and other nations,
and related topics. Such a study might be 
carried out by the National Research Council
in cooperation with the President’s Council 
of Economic Advisors, the Council on
Environmental Quality, the Department of
Energy, the Environmental Protection
Agency, and the USDA/Forest Service, among
other relevant agencies.

Find mechanisms for substantially 
increasing funding of the CORRIM II 
initiative and development of a national
database for life cycle inventory and 
analysis information. As noted above, the
CORRIM Report is outdated due to changes
in manufacturing and construction practices,
the availability of alternative construction
materials, and methods of analysis.

Establish a credible independent 
clearinghouse for information on the 
environmental effects of materials use. 
The ICP recognizes such a clearinghouse as
an important need, but came to no single con-
clusion as to the most appropriate forum or
forums for doing so. Suggestions included: 
the National Research Council (NRC), 
the National Science Foundation (NSF), 
the American National Standards Institute
(ANSI), the American Society for Testing and
Materials (ASTM), and the National Institute
of Standards and Technology (NIST).

Develop an easily understood rating
system to provide consumer information
related to environmental impacts.
Appliances now carry energy efficiency labels
and food products carry dietary labels.
Consumers would similarly benefit from a
product rating system that provides a broad
spectrum of information related to the envi-
ronmental effects of the manufacture,
packaging, use, and disposal of the product.
We do not yet have the metrics to develop 
an easily understood “ecolabeling” and rating
system, but this should not prevent deliberate
movement toward that objective. The pro-
posed commission, as part of its efforts, may
take this a step further by reviewing current
labeling and rating protocols.

Research and Development

Research and development plays an essential
role in the effort to achieve more intelligent
consumption and is closely related to the
available technical and scientific information
discussed in the previous section. Assessing
fully the quality and quantity of existing
research and development efforts was a task
beyond the scope of the ICP. The ICP 
working group did attempt, however, to 
frame this component of an intelligent 
consumption strategy. 
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In so doing, it was building upon a strong
existing foundation of research and within the
USDA/Forest Service. The Forest Products
Laboratory in Madison, Wisconsin, has been a
world leader in the development of technolo-
gies for more efficient use of wood since it was
established in 1910. As the Lab continues to
evolve, opportunities to contribute to the
overall goal of more intelligent consumption
will continue to make it a center for advanced
research and development. 

In support of the research and development
needs of an intelligent consumption strategy,
the ICP working group recommends:

Support continued research and develop-
ment, both within and beyond the
USDA/Forest Service, in support of more
efficient production processes involving
forest products. The Forest Service should
continue and expand existing efforts to
advance new technologies that provide prod-
ucts from currently unused, poorly used, and
reused material. Additional support may be
needed to encourage public acceptance of
these products in lieu of products that are cur-
rently used.

Support research and development in
materials use and efficiency. Beyond
research and development on forest products
per se, we need to restore our capacity for
improving efficiencies in material use, 
recovery, reuse, and recycling generally. 
Such a renewed focus is key to the objective 
of intelligent consumption. Seeking and culti-
vating broader constituencies that will support
such investments is seen as essential. It is also
important to undertake research that explores
the connections between use and reuse of
forest products and other materials.

Summarize the state of life cycle analysis
and “ecological footprint” analysis. These
techniques for understanding the environmen-
tal impacts of material use have emerged and
evolved rapidly in recent years. As discussed in
the “Technical and Scientific Information”
section, life cycle analysis (LCA) refers to the
examination of the total environmental impact
of a product through every step of its life —
from obtaining raw materials all the way
through production, distribution, use, and 
disposal (Goldberg 1992). The “ecological
footprint” is the measure of how much 
ecologically productive land and water a
defined population unit needs to support its
current consumption and to take care of its
wastes (Rees and Wackernagel 1996). A 
summary of these and other emerging analytic
tools would be very helpful at this stage. 
This summary should be accessible to a broad
audience. It should identify needs and gaps
and provide recommendations for addressing
them. Their application to real world situa-
tions should be emphasized.

Support interdisciplinary research in the
social sciences that examines critical 
connections between economic and 
environmental health and consumption.
Research related to the consumption of tradi-
tional forest products and other materials is
generally undertaken in isolation from social
and economic dimensions of consumption 
patterns. More extensive interdisciplinary
research (coordinated perhaps through the
Forests Products Laboratory or the National
Research Council) is needed on such ques-
tions. In particular, research should examine
assumptions about the connections between
economic growth and materials consumption;
between economic health and economic
growth; and between quality of life and 
materials consumption.
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Public Education

To complement the ethical, informational, 
and research efforts described above, a major
educational effort is needed to allow the 
general public to make more intelligent 
consumption choices. However, it must 
be recognized that there is no single 
“general public” that we need to reach.
Rather, there are many different audiences
within society, each with different values, 
consumption patterns, and ways of receiving
and acting upon information.

The Forest Service is in an especially favor-
able position to stimulate broad educational
efforts. Through its rejuvenated efforts in
conservation education, the Forest Service 
can disseminate important information on the
environmental implications of personal con-
sumption choices. The Forest Service can also
focus attention on consumption by encourag-
ing and working actively with a wide variety of
other public and private sector organizations
involved in conservation education.

In its discussion of educational needs, the 
ICP working group considered past models of
social change (from the civil rights movement
to environmentally related campaigns such as
Smokey Bear and Woodsy Owl), and con-
cluded that public education is a key element
in bringing about large-scale behavior changes
in the public. The group developed and
agreed to a general mission statement: Provide
information to assist individuals and organizations
in making the best choices to sustain the natural
resource base upon which all life depends and from
which any acceptable standard of living is derived. 

The group agreed on the following 
general points:

• Educational institutions need to do more to
teach students and inform the general public

about natural processes and resources, the
production processes that convert natural
resources into consumable goods, and the
ramifications of our consumer choices. 

• Educators are often inundated with curricula
(many of which promote the agendas of
those who produce them) and need some
way of assessing the accuracy and objectivity
of a particular curriculum. 

• There is difficulty in addressing issues of
human population growth as they relate to
consumption, but both “sides” of this equa-
tion will benefit from more open discussion
of the relationship.

• Values are an important component of 
successful social change efforts (as seen, 
for example, in anti-smoking campaigns).
The values that most people respond to 
and motivate them to act are health (self-
interest) and providing for children and
future generations (stewardship). 

• It is counter-productive to blame consumers
or demand that people simply accept
reduced standards of living. Effective public
education campaigns must emphasize posi-
tive values (such as fulfillment, as opposed 
to simple materialism) and informed choices
(knowing the consequences of our actions —
the essence of intelligent consumption).

Given these educational challenges and oppor-
tunities, the ICP working group recommends
the following:

Develop basic educational materials
related to the production, use, and con-
sumption of forest products. Educators have
already requested that informational materials
developed in the course of the ICP be pro-
vided for classroom use. As an immediate next
step, the ICP working group recommends
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preparation of a standard package of educa-
tional materials to fulfill this need in a more
formal way. In the long run, a generally
respected clearinghouse of information 
is needed to help develop and disseminate 
reliable information.

Promote exploration of the environmental
consequences of consumption at all educa-
tional levels. Exploration of the connections
between consumption and environmental
impacts should be encouraged throughout 
the full continuum of educational settings,
from K–12 through college, graduate, and
professional schools, and including adult 
education and other formal and informal
learning environments. As an initial step, edu-
cators, working with others, should develop a
“thought piece” on how the educational
system (K–12 and institutions of higher learn-
ing) can address issues related to consumption.

Support interdisciplinary approaches to
consumption-related topics. Intelligent 
consumption is, by its nature, a complex topic.
This complexity requires interdisciplinary
approaches that address the issue from the
perspective of the natural and social sciences,
as well as the arts and humanities.

Ensure critical approaches to 
“consumer literacy.” Environmental educa-
tion messages must provide accurate,
science-based information. These messages
must, however, inevitably address the role of
values, since values provide the framework
through which information is received, inter-
preted, and decisions are made. Government
agencies, foundations, and other educational
funders can and should support development
of environmental education curricula in a way
that integrates diverse perspectives.

Tailor educational materials to reach
varied audiences. Informational materials

need to be tailored to their intended audi-
ences, especially nontraditional conservation
constituencies. At the same time, traditional
audiences need to be reached in new ways. For
example, outreach and educational materials
aimed at landowners (developed in conjunc-
tion with extension services) need to promote
greater stewardship in forestry practices, and
stress connections to consumption. Materials
aimed at the business community (the largest
consumer of wood products) need to promote
greater efficiency in the use of wood products.

Identify and enlist the support of other
organizations to promote ecological liter-
acy and responsible consumption outside
formal educational settings. Much of the
educational effort needed to make intelligent
consumption a meaningful reality can take
place only outside of formal institutional set-
tings. Large-scale public education and
outreach efforts have precedent within the
natural resource conservation professions and
agencies. One can imagine, for example,
bringing Woodsy Owl or perhaps even
Smokey Bear on board to convey the message,
in essence, that “Only You Can Prevent
Wasteful Consumption.”

Institutional Incentives and Barriers 

To allow a consumption ethic to express itself
more effectively, and to better understand the
impact of American and global resource 
consumption patterns, we must address factors
affecting consumption that are embedded in
our institutions, our public policies, and our
economic and social systems. If we are to
avoid inefficient and excessive resource 
production, poorly informed consumption,
and consequent environmental effects, we
need to understand how public institutions
and policies foster a fragmented approach 
to resource management and conservation. 
This component of an intelligent consump-
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tion strategy seeks to identify and address
these institutional and policy factors.

This category encompasses a wide range of
relevant forces and topic areas. A partial list
would include such items as: efforts to under-
stand the mix of incentives that encourage 
use of environmentally friendly products and
manufacturing processes; identification of
government regulations and subsidies that
may encourage inefficient manufacturing 
and use and/or inappropriately consumptive
behavior; economic incentives for recycling;
evaluation of the effects of externalized costs;
mechanisms that might gradually incorporate
product disposal costs into the prices charged
for products; and elimination of counterpro-
ductive incentives. 

A fair amount of academic and private analysis
is already taking place in this arena, especially
in considering the policies that drive national
and international forest management prac-
tices. The consumption side of the equation
has received relatively little attention. It is
unlikely that the Forest Service itself could 
or would take the lead in such efforts, but it
could provide appropriate information, tech-
nical assistance, and institutional support.

The ICP working group focused on the iden-
tification of the key institutional and policy
barriers to more intelligent consumption. One
barrier, discussed above in the “Technical and
Scientific Information” section, is a lack of
reliable and available information. In a differ-
ent category are the subsidies, taxes, and other
public policies commonly used to encourage
activities considered socially desirable and dis-
courage those considered otherwise. Many of
these incentives and disincentives remain in
effect long after the original objectives have
been achieved (or have become irrelevant).
We can break these policy considerations
down into several subcategories:

Externalized costs. Sometimes mitigation 
or restoration efforts are conducted by the
resource producer and their costs are passed
on to the consumer. These efforts, although
desirable, rarely account for the full ecological
costs incurred by society. This lack of
accounting for the true cost of products 
prevents consumers from deciding whether 
a given product is worth the full cost of its
production. 

Hidden subsidies occur when the environmental
costs of production and consumption are
spread over society as a whole rather than paid
for by the user of the product. For example,
through taxes, health costs, and other mecha-
nisms, the general public pays much of the
environmental and social cost associated with
ecologically damaging products. Other exam-
ples of hidden subsidies are those that in
essence reward the emission of climate-alter-
ing greenhouse gases, mining and smelting
operations that acidify and pollute water and
degrade landscapes, and the clearing of forests
in ways that erode topsoil and degrade down-
stream water systems.

Direct subsidies. Sometimes more direct subsi-
dies are involved. Historically, these subsidies
have been used to encourage development or
production of a given resource in a given area,
often with inadequate consideration of envi-
ronmental costs. Many areas and governments
(both countries and state and local govern-
ments in the U.S.) continue to attract
industries to certain areas via such means. 
But even when such subsidies are no longer
needed or may be adverse to the broader
public interest, they endure due to a reluc-
tance to alter the status quo or to address 
their real or perceived usefulness to particular
interest groups. Direct subsidies for resource
production relevant to the ICP’s work include:
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• Resource depletion allowances, which
permit resource producers to write off some
of the taxes they would otherwise attach to
profits from the sale of the resource. As a
result, resource consumers pay less than they
would for alternative products.

• Laws that encourage “development” of
public lands, allowing resources to be
removed for less than fair market value.

• Mortgage deductions designed to encourage
home ownership, but which also substan-
tially reduce the cost of building larger
houses and second homes.

• Infrastructure (roads, water, and sewer) costs
not covered by land developers that encour-
age land conversion, sprawl, and urban
decay by making it less costly to build away
from the urban core.

Although efforts have been made in recent
years to reduce some of these direct and 
indirect subsidies, many continue to exert a
strong influence on consumption choices. 
The ICP working group recognizes a critical
need to evaluate the mix of subsidies, taxes,
and other public policies to determine their
effect on resource production and consump-
tion patterns. 

To address this component of an intelligent
consumption strategy, the ICP working group
recommends the following:

Encourage development of a national
materials policy. As noted elsewhere in this
report, a National Materials Commission
could be charged with development of this
policy. Such an initiative could be modeled on
earlier efforts to shape a national materials
policy that focused on national security needs.
This effort, by contrast, would focus as well
on environmental impacts. A national materi-

als policy should seek to promote more effi-
cient and environmentally sound management
of our natural resources, and should encour-
age a more holistic approach to materials —
especially by taking into account comparative
impacts across materials and ecosystems, both
domestically and abroad.

Develop a national environmental account-
ing system to trace the impact of policy on
material extraction and use. Developed in
conjunction with life cycle analyses and other
emerging analytic tools, this accounting
system would require comprehensive research
on the impacts of policy decisions, including
taxes and subsidies, on cradle-to-grave impacts
and costs.

Foster a national dialogue on desired
future population and immigration policy.
Although politically awkward, it is critical that
such a dialogue take place alongside the dia-
logue on materials use. Talking about
population or immigration in a vacuum — 
like talking about reduced consumption of
wood products in a vacuum — leads to unpro-
ductive, politicized discussions and stop-gap
solutions that do little to advance understand-
ing or to reduce adverse impacts. The impacts
of policy on consumption cannot be fully
addressed without leadership on this issue. 

Foster discussion about the efficacy of the
Gross Domestic Product as a measure of
well being. As currently conceived, the Gross
Domestic Product is an arbitrary measure of
economic and social health. In effect, it totals
spending on activities that can be classified as
social and environmental costs as well as bene-
fits. To help recognize and develop policies
that promote intelligent production and con-
sumption, a more honest and comprehensive
measure of well being is needed.
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Promote producer “take back” laws. Take
back laws make the producer (and therefore
the consumer through the product price)
responsible for the cost of product disposal
and/or recycling once the consumer discards
the product. Such laws, which are gaining
ground in Europe, discourage excess con-
sumption and encourage design of durable,
easily recyclable goods. They have the effect
of incorporating costs earlier in the life cycle
of a given product.

Promote tax credits/subsidies for more
environmentally sound consumer choices.
Such credits can provide incentives for smaller
homes, homes closer to the urban core, 
multi-family dwellings, and use of more 
efficient modes of transportation. In effect
such credits help to offset those incentives 
that have historically encouraged wasteful
resource use.
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IV. CONCLUSION AND 
PRIORITY ACTIONS

In the year that it was given to achieve its
goals, the Intelligent Consumption Project
could only begin to address the complex issues
and challenges associated with the need to
develop a viable consumption ethic. By 
bringing together voices representing varied
perspectives and interests, the ICP has sought
to stimulate a conversation, and to encourage
concrete actions, that will help meet that need.

Those organizations and individuals partici-
pating in the project face important challenges
in moving ahead. We need to define further
the specific actions that can be taken to meet
research, policy, and practical needs. Many of
the recommendations in this report provide
guidance for this. We need to communicate
our findings and recommendations in a clear
and compelling manner to a broader circle of
potential collaborators, and to engage new
groups from various sectors as we expand the
Intelligent Consumption "network." We need
to identify the work that others are doing in
order to avoid unnecessary overlap. We need
to understand how the unique partners
involved in the ICP can serve to integrate
varied knowledge and experience, and build
bridges with new partners.

The ICP has sought to meet a difficult, 
sensitive, and potentially controversial 
challenge. We need to anticipate and respond
to those who may misconstrue or object to 
the very notion of “intelligent consumption.”
We need to look for new opportunities for
honest conversations about consumption and
its impacts, and to build upon the connections
we have already made.

Of the recommendations offered in this
report, the members of the ICP working
group recognize several that are of 

overarching importance and that are realisti-
cally achievable in the near-term. As priority
actions, the ICP recommends continued
efforts to achieve the following: 

• Establishment of a National Materials
Commission and development of a national
materials policy.

• Development of a package of educational
materials related to consumption and its
environmental impacts, including materials
used in the course of the ICP’s work.

• Collaboration on establishment of a clear-
inghouse for information on consumption
and its impacts.

• Support for an authoritative and compre-
hensive study of the impacts of various
material use and consumption scenarios.

• Continued support for research on efficient
use of forest products and other materials,
and on new methods (such as life history
analysis) for understanding environmental
impacts. 

• Further steps toward an easily understood
rating system to provide consumer informa-
tion related to environmental impacts.

• Encouragement of continued cross-sector
discussions on the topic of consumption 
and the need for a consumption ethic.

Participants in the ICP share the hope that we
have reached a time when we can openly
address the real dilemmas and real opportuni-
ties involved in “putting human ecology on a
permanent footing.” The ICP represents one
small step in addressing this large task. It is an
opportunity to contribute to our conservation
legacy, even as we reshape that legacy to meet
new needs in new ways.
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APPENDIX B
Intelligent Consumption Project Workshop Agendas

FORUM 1
Missoula, Montana, June 12, 2000. Davidson Honors College on the University of
Montana, Missoula Campus. Held in conjunction with the annual meeting of the 
Society for Conservation Biology. 

8:00 to 8:30
Refreshments/reception and registration for attendees

8:30 to 9:00
Welcome and Introductions Michael Strigel and Curt Meine will describe the ICP 
and the goals of the day’s meeting.

9:00 to 10:00
Presentations:

Doug MacCleery — Framing the Issue
Janet Abramovitz — The International State of Affairs
Jack Ward Thomas — Perspective of a Former Chief
Michael Nelson — Ethics and Consumption

10:00 to 10:15 Break

10:15 to noon
Focused Discussion Period
Attendees offer perspectives on the issue and ask questions of the panel

Noon to 1:00
Lunch (on your own)

Goal of the Missoula Forum: Due to the coincidence of the SCB meeting, there will likely be
many from the conservation community in the audience. Therefore, this meeting will serve to
bring some new voices to the discussion and help to refine the outline for the final report and
further refine the definition of the key issues. In some ways, this first forum will be an expanded
working group meeting. In an effort to share the ICP with more than the 25 attendees, Curt and
Michael will attend the SCB conference and be holding informal information sessions with
attendees to spread the word of the project before the June 12 meeting. We will also bring the
project summaries for distribution. 
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FORUM 2
Madison, Wisconsin, July 19-20, 2000. Friedrick Center, 
University of Wisconsin — Madison Campus.

July 19

10:00 to noon
Registration and tour of the Forest Products Laboratory (FPL) — Meet at the Lab. Led by
Forest Products staff, the tour will provide background on the history and role of the lab.

Noon to 12:45
Catered Lunch at FPL

12:45 to 1:00
Walk (10 minutes) or coordinated rides to Friedrick Center

12:30 to 1:00
Registration and reception for those not on the FPL tour

1:00 to 1:30
Welcome and Introductions Michael Strigel, director of programs at the Wisconsin
Academy, will describe the project and the goals of the forum.

1:30 to 2:00
Keynote address by Chief Michael Dombeck of the USDA Forest Service

2:00 to 3:15
Presentations:
Doug MacCleery, assistant director of forest management, USDA Forest Service.
Doug MacCleery has written extensively on the issue of the need for a consumption ethic 
as a companion to Aldo Leopold’s Land Ethic. One of Mr. MacCleery’s essays is available
on the Intelligent Consumption website. He will discuss the perceived “paradigm shift” 
in National Forest management policy and its implications given human consumption 
patterns.

Paul DeLong, director, Bureau of Forestry, Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources.
Paul DeLong will discuss the implications of consumption patterns from the perspective 
of a state forester. There will be time for questions after each presentation.

3:15 to 3:30 Break
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3:30 to 5:45
Presentations:
Nadine Bailey, president, Timber Producers Association of Michigan and Wisconsin.
Nadine Bailey will discuss forest management in the context of small resource dependent
communities and her experiences growing up as the daughter of a logger. Nadine now
works for a trade association representing all aspects of the timber production industry
including loggers, millowners, landowners, and manufacturers in the lake states of
Michigan and Wisconsin. 

Gigi La Budde, ecologist, Sustainable Woods Coop and Phil Guillery, director of forestry, 
Inst. for Agriculture and Trade Policy and the Community Forest Resource Center.
Gigi La Budde is a Smartwood certified resource manager and she will discuss the interface
of consumption and conservation from the perspective of a small timber-producing cooper-
ative. She has served as ecologist to SWC since its inception in 1998 where she has most
recently focused on landowner education and stewardship. Phil Guillery is a forester whose
work focuses on coordinating Forest Stewardship Council certification activities and 
supporting forestry cooperatives and associations in the lake states.

Jim Bowyer, professor, Department of Wood and Paper Science, University of Minnesota. 
Jim Bowyer has conducted research and written extensively on the subject of raw material
usage and material flows worldwide. He will discuss the connection between consumption
patterns and environmental impacts with a focus on forest ecosystems.

6:30 to 8:00
Reception and Poster Session at the University of Wisconsin’s Pyle Center
Scientists from the UW — Madison and the Forest Products Laboratory will present
posters and the project will provide refreshments on the UW campus.

July 20

8:00 to 8:30
Continental Breakfast at the Friedrick Center

8:30 to 9:00
Welcome and Explanation of Breakout sessions

9:00 to 11:00
Breakout sessions — These sessions are designed to draw out several facets of the issue.
Those identified so far include: Ethical and moral content of consumption; Availability and
quality of technical and scientific information; Quantity and quality of research and devel-
opment; Role of public education; and Institutional incentives and barriers to intelligent
consumption. 

11:00 to 11:15 Break
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11:15 to 12:30
Reconvene and Report Out from Groups
Identify key topic areas and proposed actions to address from each Breakout.
Look for overlap among the issues and synthesize. 

12:30
Adjourn Open Forum

1:30-5:00 
Working Group Meeting (for Working Group members) to synthesize information gained
at the Missoula and Madison forums into major salient points. This will form the basis of
the final report and the D.C. forum. 

5:30 
Adjourn Working Group Meeting

Goal of the Madison Forum: The Madison Forum is the best opportunity to get the
Intelligent Consumption Working Group together face to face. There will likely be some 
travel assistance for those working group members who require it. The goal of the forum will 
be to set the agenda and priorities for the remaining months of the project by identifying the
key issues/obstacles/opportunities to be laid out in the final report and the D.C. forum. We 
will also look for potential actions to address these issues. Projected attendance is approximately
50 people so this forum will offer an opportunity to both spread the word of the project and
invite input. 

FORUM 3
Washington, D.C., October 2, 2000. U. S. Department of Agriculture, J.L. Whitten
Building Room, 107A.

8:00 
Refreshments and Registration

8:30 
Welcome and Background of the Intelligent Consumption Project
Michael Strigel, project director, Wisconsin Academy
Tom Hamilton, director, USDA Forest Products Laboratory

9:00 
Welcome Presentation
Chief Michael Dombeck, USDA Forest Service 

9:15  
“Ecological Sustainability, Consumption, and NIMBYism”
Doug MacCleery, assistant director of forest management, USDA Forest Service
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10:15 
“U.S. Wood Products Consumption”
Jim L. Bowyer, professor, Department of Wood and Paper Science, University of Minnesota

11:15 
“An International Perspecitve”
Adela Backiel, director of sustainable development, USDA

12:15 
Lunch on your own (USDA cafeteria or other)

1:30 
Explanation of Break-out Sessions
The break-outs will involve a review of the draft report with recommendations 
of the Intelligent Consumption Project. A copy of the report is available on-line at
www.wisconsinacademy.org/programs (look for the Intelligent Consumption Project link).

1:45 
Break-out Sessions
• Ethical and moral content of consumption 
• Availability and quality of technical and scientific information 
• Quantity and quality of research and development 
• Role of public education 
• Institutional incentives and barriers to intelligent consumption.

3:30 Break

4:00 
Results of Break-outs, Forum Synthesis, and Next Steps for ICP
Curt Meine, Wisconsin Academy, leads group discussion

4:45
Adjourn
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