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A Note to Readers

As president of The Freshwater Trust, I long ago committed to innovat-
ing beyond what was known in order to do what was needed. This led 
us to engage technology and create new methods to accelerate the pace 
and scale of restoration of freshwater ecosystems. Where some saw our 
commitment to experimentation and evolution as bordering on maniacal, 
others encouraged me to share these new tools with a broader audience 
by distilling them into a book. Having never written a book, I turned to 
Andrea Carlos, an accomplished journalist with an abiding interest in 
conservation, and despite having a farm remodeling project under way 
at the time, she agreed to help. A superb collaborator, she is a key reason 
why this project got done. This is how we worked together: After distilling 
the key elements of the book framework, I laid out the original thought 
line of how the economy and the environment must integrate in the face 
of twenty-first-century realities. Thereafter, Andrea and I figured out the 
right stories, research, and expert interviews needed to create the count-
less drafts, which we passed back and forth to hone the manuscript into 
its current state. Although I would not describe the work as easy, we both 
feel that the partnership rendered some great stuff; we hope you will agree.
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Introduction

The seeds of my current work were first planted by my grandfather more 
than 40 years ago. A corn and bean farmer along Blackbird Creek in the 
Missouri River Basin, he used to say that no man has the right to take 
more from the land than what the land itself can withstand. Over decades, 
he learned that if he took care of the land, it would take care of him. In 
a fundamental way, he understood that commerce and environmental 
stewardship were forever entwined, that prosperity requires both a strong 
economy and a healthy environment.

As a young college graduate, I entered a world that sends a quite dif-
ferent message. Not only are the economy and the environment seen as 
completely separate, but they are at war. The message is that you can have 
either a strong economy or a strong environment but not both. This view 
of the world has never sat well with me. And when I see evidence that 
both our economy and our environment are in decline, I’m reminded that 
Grandpa Whitworth had it right.

Yet despite my grandfather’s good intentions, Blackbird Creek has 
since been listed in violation of the Clean Water Act.1 In fact, its entire 
length suffers from agricultural runoff, including the stretch of creek that 
bordered my grandfather’s property. Like most farmers, my grandfather 
intended to do right by the land. Yet he was caught up in an economy that 
didn’t bother to connect the dots. Fertilizer was cheap. Conventional wis-
dom was to farm all the way down to the stream. And an ongoing need to 

Joe Whitworth, Quantified: Redefining Conservation For The Next Economy,  
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pay off bank loans required him to keep increasing the number of bushels 
he produced. Unfortunately, my grandfather’s experience is still the rule, 
not the exception, in today’s world. It’s just the system.

A Finite Sandbox
Like my grandfather, most people do not fully understand or connect 
their actions to the impact they have on the environment. Producing 
cheap food requires lots of fertilizer and pesticides. And because we all 
enjoy cheap food, our nation’s rivers are literally choking from these nu-
trients. Take the Mississippi River, for example. The world’s fourth longest 
river, it has become so saturated with fertilizers from agricultural runoff 
that every year it creates an enormous water ghost covering as many as 
8,000 square miles—the size of New Jersey—where the river drains into 
the Gulf of Mexico. Within that dead zone, there’s not enough oxygen to 
sustain fish or other marine life. In their place are enormous quantities 
of toxic algae, leaving an ugly layer of scum to shadow the depths below.

We’re taking more from the land than it can withstand, and in the long 
term that’s bad for the economy. With the world’s population projected to 
reach 10 billion by 2050, we’ll have more people to feed, clothe, house, 
and employ than in any time in human history. And then we’ll have to do 
it every year thereafter. That means we cannot undercut the resource base 
from which we draw. We have a limited sandbox in which to play. Our 
natural resources are finite. They are the basis of our prosperity; we can’t 
just use them up.

Yet that’s exactly what we’ve been doing. In the last 150 years since 
the Industrial Revolution, we’ve focused almost exclusively on growing 
our economy, extracting whatever we need to do so at the expense of 
the environment. And now we’re at a point where the environment is 
hurting—seriously hurting. Setting aside all romantic reasons for saving 
nature, the fact is, we cannot have a thriving economy without a resilient 
resource base underlying it. It just won’t work. We need basic systems op-
erating properly, and right now, they are deeply compromised as a result 
of humans making a living on Earth.
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We’re in a game of catch-up, and to restore the right balance, we must 
train a laser focus on achieving gains for the environment in the same way 
that we’ve obtained financial gains in the past. Simply put, we have to re-
build the health of the environment on whose services both our economy 
and our very existence depend. In my mind, this is not a war where we 
must halt the evil economy in the name of a beautiful environment as 
foretold by eco-warrior legend. This is an obvious imperative.

Busywork or Actual Results?
Growing up in a small town in downstate Illinois, I was also influenced 
by my dad, a carpenter. I spent my summers as a grade-schooler earning a 
dollar a day running back and forth to the truck getting the right tool for 
the job at hand—a great way to understand the tools and learn the trade. 
The way it worked was pretty simple. People called my dad when they 
had a problem. We would show up on the job site, check out the situa-
tion—the gutter would be broken, the roof would be leaking, the floor 
would have fallen through—and if Dad did his job right, the problem 
would be fixed by the end of the day. But if we walked off that job site 
and the problem wasn’t fixed, we’d have to come back the next day and 
then the day after that until it was. Dad didn’t get paid unless and until 
he fixed the problem.

Being exposed to job site after job site all the way through high school, 
I learned that when there’s a problem, you fix it. Yet when I started work-
ing on water issues, I soon recognized that we weren’t getting the job 
done. Yes, we were raising money every year. Yes, we were staying busy. 
Yes, we were helping. But we weren’t actually fixing the problem.

When you’re a carpenter, the first thing you do is size up a problem. Is 
it a leaky roof or a cracked foundation, and what tools do I need to fix it? 
Sizing up our twenty-first-century water problems, I eventually reached 
the conclusion that the tools we’ve been using aren’t enough to solve the 
challenges we face. It’s like trying to paint an entire house with a 1-inch 
paintbrush when what you really need is a spray gun. In the same way, 
the tools we’re using to protect the environment aren’t getting us where 
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we need to be. Despite the hard work by a lot of uber-smart, totally dedi-
cated, gifted people, the reality is that we’re not achieving the gains we 
need for the environment. In fact, the environment continues to lose 
ground at a rapid pace.

Taking a Quantum Leap Forward
I have written this book for the same reason that I work on water issues: 
I want to take my grandfather’s good intentions about the environment 
and convert them into action while still allowing people like him to earn 
a decent living. And I want to harness my dad’s fix-it work ethic to restore 
our rivers and streams within my lifetime. Unless we change the course 
we are on, we simply won’t get it done.

There’s an incredible array of tools available to us, but we have yet to 
seize them. Instead, we remain stuck in Conservation 1.0—an unaccept-
able rate of innovation for smart folks living in the age of Google. Most of 
the major advances the environmental movement has made date back to 
the 1970s, when the Clean Water Act was passed and issues such as clean 
water and air drew national attention. True, there’s been a tremendous 
amount of advocacy and litigation since then. But the improvements have 
been incremental. Perhaps we’ve moved on to Conservation 1.1 or 1.2, 
when what we really need is a quantum leap forward. The bottom line is 
that the environmental movement hasn’t been innovative, and we need to 
be innovative if we’re to address the complex environmental problems in 
front of us.

To use an example that most environmentalists hate, consider the oil 
and gas industry. Historically, oil was extracted by drilling vertically. Ver-
tically, vertically, vertically—for more than a century. But over time, the 
work the industry could get done diminished. The oil began to dry up, 
and the return on investment began to decline. Rather than throwing up 
their hands, oil and gas executives regrouped and innovated. They looked 
sideways at the issue and came up with a new way of getting at the oil that 
involves drilling horizontally rather than vertically. No matter how you 
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feel about the substance of this example, you cannot argue with the form. 
Horizontal fracking opened up a whole new oil boom.

In the same way, we need to realize that the same old environmental 
playbook is no longer working and find a way to open up new possibili-
ties. We’ve spent the last 45 years using the same old tools and strategies, 
even as the return on our investment has diminished. Yet drilling down 
harder on our problems using these same methods isn’t going to work. 
We’ve got to wake up and realize that we’re not getting at the issue and 
that we have to move sideways, at an angle, or in some other way. In short, 
we need to tackle our environmental problems from a different direction, 
and that requires a brand-new approach.

Whatever our role working on environmental issues, we must all have 
a come-to-Jesus meeting with ourselves and our organizations. We must 
take a hard look at where we’re at, admit where things aren’t working, and 
then revamp our approaches to get the results we want. And we must in-
novate and measure our results to make sure our chosen path is working.

Quantified is about doing exactly that. It’s about changing our approach 
to conservation on a fundamental level. It’s about widening the focus to 
bring about environmental gains alongside the financial ones that have 
been the central emphasis of our global economy. And it’s about moving 
past the current “let’s stop more bad things from happening” mentality 
to achieve lasting, quantifiable improvements for the environment. Al-
though many of the examples in this book come from my field of focus, 
water, the principles of quantified conservation apply to environmental-
ists working on any issue. They also apply to the entire spectrum of players 
concerned about the environment, including government administrators, 
farmers and ranchers, business leaders, philanthropists, social investors, 
and anyone who cares about bringing about a more prosperous future.

We humans can do astounding things when we focus on challeng-
ing problems. Not all the obstacles may be known or the details written 
down, but we have the tools we need to start the journey. What is certain 
is that we cannot afford to stay stuck in an extraction-based past that 
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treats our natural resources as limitless. We must forge ahead and create 
a conservation-based future that balances a prosperous economy with a 
thriving environment. And we can. By reading this book, I hope you will 
walk away with a strong set of organizing principles with which to evalu-
ate our present crisis and build a more resilient future.
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A New Conservation  
for a New Era

Imagine walking into a job interview at a major manufacturing com-
pany. You’ve already gotten the tour of the administrative offices and are 
surprised by the absence of modern technology, let alone the large stacks 
of papers heaped on employees’ desks. You’ve just completed the inter-
view, answering all of the CEO’s questions. Now it’s your turn to ask 
some questions.

“Of all the widgets you manufacture,” you begin, “which have been the 
most and least profitable?”

“I’m not sure,” the CEO says.
You try to hold back your amazement. “Who are your biggest competi-

tors?” you ask.
“Oh, there’s a handful,” she says, her voice trailing off.
You shift in your seat, trying to hide your discomfort. “What are your 

long-term goals for the company, and what threats could undermine your 
success?”

“We’ve been meaning to develop a business plan. It’s just that we’ve 
been so busy managing our day-to-day affairs.”

Joe Whitworth, Quantified: Redefining Conservation For The Next Economy,  
DOI 10.5822/ 978-1-61091-615-8_2, © 2015 Joe Whitworth.
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In today’s world, it’s hard to picture a business of any kind making 
these mistakes. What twenty-first-century corporation could survive if it 
neglected to define its objectives or analyze its progress? How long would 
it take for a business to tank if it failed to gauge market trends?

Yet this is exactly the way we approach our environmental problems. 
We lack real awareness of the situation; we don’t fully understand the cur-
rent state of our natural areas or what our actions might mean for their 
future. We don’t precisely define our goals for improving the environment 
or use innovation and technology to help us achieve them. Nor do we 
adequately analyze our progress to make sure we’re obtaining quantifiable 
results. It’s like driving without a dashboard. We don’t know how fast 
we’re moving or whether we’ll ever reach our destination.

The consequences of the current approach are devastating. Despite 
well-intended efforts by numerous environmentalists, policymakers, and 
philanthropists, the health of planet Earth continues to deteriorate at a 
startling rate. Sure, the environmental movement has won many notable 
battles. Yet, over time, the significance of these wins has declined to the 
point where we are now rapidly losing the war. Although today’s environ-
mental realities have changed, modern environmentalism keeps plugging 
away with the same outdated toolkit, and it is reaping an ever smaller 
return on its investment.

So how has the situation changed since the dawn of the environmental 
movement? Consider the following:

billion pounds per year.1

to more than 500.2

3

4

5



 A  N E W  C O N S E R VAT I O N  F O R  A  N E W  E R A   9

-
bled.6

have risen by more than 80 percent.7

If a time machine landed a human being from 1970 on today’s planet, 
this passenger would find himself thrown into an almost unrecognizable 
world. The planet we live on today is dramatically different from that of 
a generation ago, when the modern environmental movement was born. 
To address today’s realities, we need a radically different approach, not just 
an extension of the one we’ve used in the past.

To put it bluntly, we need to wake up and smell the future—because 
it’s already here. We have entered a new environmental era, one with far 
more daunting problems than we faced 50 years ago. Yet we continue to 
muddle along like the manufacturing company described at the begin-
ning of this chapter, doing things the same old way, failing to adapt to the 
new reality before us.

Adapting to the new reality requires implementing bold, innovative 
approaches that are a true match for the severity of the problems we face. 
It also means being adamant about obtaining results. For the environ-
mental movement to continue to be relevant, it needs to remake itself 
into a more agile force that continually reevaluates the current situation 
and then adapts its practices to achieve the highest possible return on its 
conservation efforts.

It’s not just environmentalists who need to change. Governments and 
philanthropists working on these issues need to get serious about de-
manding results. And agriculturalists and businesses need to recognize 
that it’s in their own interest to conserve natural resources on which their 
livelihoods depend. If we’re to survive a future in which 10 billion humans 
call planet Earth home, we must all work to solve our problems, and we 
need to begin now.

The good news is that, with the right focus and tools, we can achieve 
a more resilient environment. Think about all the human and financial 


