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These critically endangered animals, part 

of the Photo Ark project, are just a tiny 

fraction of the millions of species that 

share the planet. Human activities are 

dominating consumption of planetary 

resources, jeopardizing the functioning 

of the ecosystem that we call Earth.
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S P E C I A L  S E C T I O N

A
n ecosystem consists of communities of interacting species and the physi-

cal environment on which they depend. Although it is well accepted that 

Earth consists of many dif erent ecosystems, human societies much less 

readily recognize that Earth itself is an ecosystem, dependent on interact-

ing species and consisting of fi nite resources. As the human population 

has grown and increasingly dominated available resources, “ecosystem 

Earth” has begun to show increasing signs of stress. Loss of biodiver-

sity, environmental degradation, and confl ict over resources among the 

dominant species are typical signs that a biological system is nearing a 

state change, which could range from collapse of the dominant species, to develop-

ment of alternative biological communities, to collapse of the entire system. In this 

special issue, we identify our impacts on ecosystem Earth, seek to understand the 

barriers to change, and explore potential solutions. Decades of research on ecosys-

tem dynamics can help to guide our thinking about a sustainable future. Bottom-

up reductions in human population growth and resource consumption, changes to 

how we think about our place in the system, and a willingness to prioritize persis-

tence of the other species within our biological community will lead to a healthier 

planetary ecosystem. It is essential that humanity begins to better appreciate our 

role as just one part of a large and interdependent biological community. Our abil-

ity to dominate the planet’s resources makes us directly responsible for determin-

ing the future of the ecosystem on which we, and all other forms of life, depend.

21 APRIL 2017 • VOL 356 ISSUE 6335    259

DA_0421SpecialIntropage.indd   259 4/19/17   10:42 AM

Published by AAAS

on O
ctober 17, 2018

 
http://science.sciencem

ag.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://science.sciencemag.org/


Ecosystem Earth
Sacha Vignieri and Julia Fahrenkamp-Uppenbrink

DOI: 10.1126/science.356.6335.258
 (6335), 258-259.356Science 

ARTICLE TOOLS http://science.sciencemag.org/content/356/6335/258

CONTENT
RELATED 

http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/256.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/253.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/251.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/242.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/225.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/275.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/270.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/265.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/260.full

PERMISSIONS http://www.sciencemag.org/help/reprints-and-permissions

Terms of ServiceUse of this article is subject to the 

 is a registered trademark of AAAS.Science
licensee American Association for the Advancement of Science. No claim to original U.S. Government Works. The title 
Science, 1200 New York Avenue NW, Washington, DC 20005. 2017 © The Authors, some rights reserved; exclusive 

(print ISSN 0036-8075; online ISSN 1095-9203) is published by the American Association for the Advancement ofScience 

on O
ctober 17, 2018

 
http://science.sciencem

ag.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://science.sciencemag.org/content/356/6335/258
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/260.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/265.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/270.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/275.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/225.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/242.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/251.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/253.full
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/sci/356/6335/256.full
http://www.sciencemag.org/help/reprints-and-permissions
http://www.sciencemag.org/about/terms-service
http://science.sciencemag.org/

