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Summary 
The restoration of natural capital is arguably one of the most radical ideas to emerge in recent years as it 
links two imperatives whose exponents have been at loggerheads for decades. These are the need to 
protect biodiversity and conserve natural resources as espoused by conservationists and environmentalists, 
and the demand for natural resources as dictated by economists and society at large, at local, regional, 
national and international scales. We need to work together, or even 'leap together', across traditional 
disciplinary frontiers or polemical stances, in order to find innovative solutions that counter the prevailing 
ideological divide separating economics and ecology. We close this special issue with a proposition of five 
pillars and three principal tasks for sustainable living, including conservation and restoration. 
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In just two centuries, we humans have transformed terrestrial and marine ecosystems on our planet and 
have seriously reduced their flows of life-essential goods and services (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 
2005). We are now in a situation of ecological overshoot (Wackernagel & Rees 1997). Our own welfare, the 
survival of other species and the resilience of the global life-support systems, are all at risk. Furthermore, 
the welfare of the majority of people - and therefore of humanity -has actually declined in the past 35 years 
(Saul 2005). What does this mean for conservation science and practice? More than ever, it means that 
people are part of nature and we must practice ecological conservation - and restoration - as if 
people mattered too. 

At long last, not only conservation biologists and environmentalists, but also economists, 
politicians and business leaders are questioning the efficacy of the prevailing economic paradigms 
(e.g. Arrow, Bolin, & Costanza 1995; Blignaut 2004; Dasgupta 2002; Heal 2000), and the future of 
the globalised, consumerism-based capitalist economic system that it legitimises (Saul 2005). 
The time has come for a unified effort to solve holistically the inextricable problems of people, the 
rest of Nature, and our mutually interdependent economic systems. Conservation science and the 
wise use and management of protected areas are integral to this solution, as is ecological 
restoration, which is our only real hope of augmenting the planetary inventory of natural areas. 

Restoration ecology is a one of the keys to the future of conservation science (Dobson, Bradshaw, 
& Baker 1997; MacMahon & Holl 2001; Young 2000). As we suggested in the opening essay, both are 
part of something bigger, i.e. sustainability science (Kates, Clark, & Corell 2001) and management. 
Ecologists and economists working together with NGOs, community leaders and governments, may 
help forge a way forward with a new paradigm: ecology as if people mattered; economics as if 
nature mattered. When undertaken both with a practical, pragmatic bent, and a sound ethical 
underpinning of this paradigm, ecological restoration - linked to nature conservation and 
sustainability - offers a way to a different, and better future for all (Blignaut et al. in press; Milton, 



Aronson, & Blignaut 2005). Acting to restore Nature is also the antithesis and the antidote to the 
thesis of ever-expanding consumption and growth, which is embedded within neo-liberal economic 
theories (Blignaut et al. in press). Indeed, there seems to be a growing awareness that a profound 
change is required, driven by the increasing perception of the global risks and challenges ahead. The 
obstacles loom large too - an inadequate basis in socio-ecological systems science and, above all, 
inertia or outright opposition in the political and economic spheres. 
What can conservation and restoration scientists do? Along with our day-time jobs of advancing 
the frontiers of science, we can and should help cross the serious informational, ideological and 
political chasms that separate disciplines and are obstacles in the way of working together for a 
more sustainable lifestyle. In our forthcoming books, A Global Vision for Ecological Restoration 
(Clewell & Aronson in prep.) and Restoring Natural Capital: Science, Business and Practice 
(Aronson, Milton, & Blignaut in press), we - along with more than 70 contributors from around the 
world - argue that natural capital has become the limiting factor for human well-being and 
economic sustainability. We note that natural capital is a notion understandable by all and is 
highly effective in bridging the underlying paradigm divides. Ecological restoration, especially if 
investment in restoring natural capital is taken as the guiding principle, can contribute both to 
nature conservation and to sound and ethical socio-economic development and can augment the 
supply of ecosystem goods and services while increasing the inventory of natural areas. 

The restoration of natural capital is arguably one of the most radical ideas to emerge in recent 
years as it links two imperatives whose exponents have been at loggerheads for decades. These 
are the need to protect biodiversity and conserve natural resources as espoused by 
conservationists and environmentalists, and the demand for natural resources as dictated by 
economists and society at large, at local, regional, national and international scales. But to get 
such a model to operate, we need to move away from the current model quickly. We need to 
work together, or even 'leap together', across traditional disciplinary frontiers or polemical 
stances, in order to find innovative solutions that counter the prevailing ideological divide 
separating economics and ecology as well as the perceived conflict or trade-off between economic 
development and the conservation of natural and environmental resources. We need to demon-
strate not only that nature conservation and restoration can be profitable, but that corporations 
and governments can help rapidly advance environmental goals through simultaneous restoration 
of natural capital and social capital within communities and countries suffering poverty, 
joblessness, despair, illiteracy and ensuing loss of skills, dignity, self esteem, and social fibre. 
Social capital consists of institutions, relationships, social networks, shared cultural beliefs and 
traditions that promote mutual trust. We close with a proposition of five pillars and three principal 
tasks for sustainable living, including conservation and restoration. The five pillars are: 

(1) Clear and integrated ecological and economic concepts and models. 
(2) Goals based on values and ethics. 
(3) Effective strategies and tools for achieving goals. 
(4) Rigorous, multidisciplinary evaluation of natural and social capital restoration activities and 
trajectories. 
(5) Socio-economic integration of projects within cultural, historical and political contexts. 

The three principal tasks are: 

(1) Develop and test models of combined conservation, sustainable use and ecological restoration that are 
applicable and appropriate across a range of biophysical, historical, and socio-cultural and economic 
settings and situations; 

(2) Communicate and act effectively to achieve sustainable living through greater transdisciplinary and 
international cooperation; 

(3) Restore natural capital and, concomitantly, social capital. 

On this last point, we would emphasise that people working together to restore natural capital are also 
actively developing mutual trust and common purpose, which are cornerstones of social capital. Working 



together, we can find and apply holistic solutions to the pressing problems of people and of the rest of 
Nature. 

In the preceding papers of this special issue, our invited authors, from diverse parts of the Earth, illustrate 
that the conceptual and practical boundaries among conservation, restoration, and ecosystem management 
are becoming increasingly blurred, even as the range of landscapes requiring study and management has 
become increasingly complex (Machado 2004). What emerges from a reading of all these papers is that, 
although there are clearly gaps in the science that need plugging, the major barrier to achieving restoration 
at local and global scales, is failure of society to accept the current ecological crisis or to address it 
fundamentally by changing economic valuation and investment. Shifting resource depletion and pollution 
from one part or the globe to another cannot solve, or even conceal, global-scale erosion of social and 
natural capital. The era of the dual global economy (north-south, developed-undeveloped) is drawing to a 
close. We share a single planet in need of care and repair. 
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