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Reply to Knecht: Achieving
sustainable health

We wholeheartedly agree with Knecht’s (1) assessment and
comments on our recent article (2). Current worldviews, insti-
tutions, and technologies (WITs) have created an unhealthy
lifestyle for many in the developed world.

Global warming, peak oil, and loss of biodiversity threaten
socio-ecological systems, including food and medicine. Under
the current WIT, the medical industry is as dependent on
business-as-usual as any other. In the United States, health
care is a for-profit industry. Insurance companies fail to fund
cost-effective preventive medicine. Per capita medical expen-
ditures in the U.S. are twice those in other wealthy nations,
yet health outcomes are far worse.

Reducing societal complexity could decrease the material
and energy inputs available for high-cost medical care. But
there are opportunities for improved health if we can mount
an appropriate response in time. For example, local food sys-
tems would use far less fossil fuel inputs. Food processing,
transportation, and packaging would be reduced. Diet and

www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.0905958106

exercise habits would improve. Diseases related to environ-
mental toxins would decrease. In a new WIT where preven-
tion enjoys a much higher priority, we can overcome road-
blocks to sustainable health and improve overall quality of
life.
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