



Root Causes of Environmental Degradation in the Tropics
JSIS B 433, ENVIR 433, SMEA 433
Professor Patrick Christie
Spring 2026, 5 Credits
Monday and Wednesday 12:30-2:20 PM, Communications (CMU) 326

Henry M. Jackson School of International Studies, 
Program on the Environment, and
School of Marine and Environmental Affairs

Contact information: patrickc@uw.edu
Office hours: 3:40-4:30 PM Wednesday Cafe Solstice (4116 University Wy NE) and by appointment

No prerequisites required. This course counts toward UW Writing and Social Sciences and Natural Sciences (SSc/NSc) general education requirements.

Many appreciate the complexity, value, and beauty of tropical ecosystems such as coral reefs and rain forests. It is widely known that these ecosystems are under enormous pressure. The social and ecological conditions that are driving this degradation are widely debated. Is it primarily population growth, poverty or over consumption that is driving the ecosystem changes? The consequences for the so-called developing and developed world societies are becoming increasingly apparent. This course will be a multidisciplinary (including social and natural science) exploration into the root causes and consequences of environmental degradation in the tropical world and how society may best respond.

The course has four main components: 1) an introduction to the tropical environmental ‘crisis’ 2) an examination of one debate over the causes and appropriate response to this crisis, 3) an exploration of rain forest and coral reef case studies, 4) an assessment of possible policy responses. Students will come to appreciate the complexity of the underlying issues through exposure to a variety of theories and perspectives including those of naturalists/ecologists EO Wilson and Eric Pianka as well as agro-ecologists Ivette Perfecto and John Vandermeer. Students will become familiar with the ecological, social, political, and economic details that drive environmental degradation in two locations—the rain forests of Brazil and the coral reefs of the Southeast Asia and India. We will explore the methods and implications of establishing and enforcing protected areas and other management tools. A research project and term paper will allow students to formulate their own opinions about causal links to environmental degradation. Classroom activities will include lectures, role-plays, discussions, and videos. 

Course learning objectives include an improved understanding of:
1) root causes for environmental degradation in the tropics;
2) controversies surrounding these root causes and management strategies;
3) relevant ecological and social conditions associated with tropical rain forests and coral reefs;
4) synthetic, multidisciplinary descriptions of environmental degradation;
5) our personal roles in environmental degradation.

Readings: Readings draw from a broad range of opinions and expertise. Students will be required to read the following books: 

Wilson, E.O. 2016. Half-Earth Our Planet’s Fight for Life. Liveright Publishing: New York and London. 259 pp. Students can buy e-book for $11. Hard copy available at Odegaard Undergrad Library Class Reserves. I would NOT recommend using the audio book version.

Perfecto, I., J. Vandermeer, and A. Wright. 2019. Nature’s Matrix Linking Agriculture, Biodiversity Conservation and Food Sovereignty. Earthscan: London and New York. 295 pp. Hard copy available at Odegaard Undergrad Library Class Reserves and as an e-book through the UW Library. 

Sheppard, C. 2021. Coral Reefs A Natural History. Princeton University Press. Princeton and Oxford. 240 pp. Hard copy available at Odegaard Undergrad Library Class Reserves and as an e-book through the UW Library. 

Hard copies of these books are readily found on online vendors. Other readings will be available on the course Canvas site.

Class Canvas page:   https://canvas.uw.edu/courses/1883738

The class listserv is: multi_jsisb433a_sp26@uw.edu   
Keep in mind that you need to send any message to the listserv from a UW email address (not personal Google account, etc). And, any email you send to it goes to all students and Professor Christie. 

Course philosophy and pedagogy:

The course will expose you to a wide array of opinions on tropical environmental issues and management strategies. There is a great deal of debate as to causes and appropriate responses, and each individual will be encouraged to develop their own defensible analysis. There is no single correct analysis. Students come from diverse backgrounds and each perspective is valuable. It is critically important that we respect one another’s opinions. You will be expected to express your opinions and contribute knowledge based on your skills and training. You are also very welcome to ask clarifying questions of one another and of me. How you express yourself and treat others in the class will be evaluated along with what you contribute in discussions. Finally, please do not confuse quantity with quality of participation. Before making a comment or asking a question, reflect on how you will phrase the intervention concisely and whether it will constructively contribute to discussion and the learning environment.

Please keep in mind that this is OUR class. While guests and I will doing the lecturing, I invite and expect you to play an active role in class discussions.

Major assignments:

	Assignment
	Percent of overall grade
	Due date

	1) Background on a tropical commodity
	15
	April 27

	2) Mid-term take home exam
	25
	May 8

	3) Web of causality term paper
	40
	June 3

	4) Reading quiz
	5
	TBD during 2nd half of quarter

	5) Participation (based on self-assessment and external assessment) 
	15
	May 4, June 3



Assignment directions will be handed out in a timely fashion. There is no final exam. 

Grading:

Your grade in this course is based on diverse assignments. Thus, I have the opportunity to assess your progress, participation, and learning in a holistic manner. 

A total of 100 points are available for the course. Decimal grades will be assigned to all students. Final grades are assigned in accordance with UW’s numerical grading system and scale: 
A = 3.5 – 4.0 (90 – 95+%), B = 2.5 – 3.4 (80 – 89%),	C = 1.5 – 2.4 (70 – 79%), D = 0.7 – 1.4 (60 – 69%),
E (F) = 0 (<60%)

To be fair to all, I set the following rules about late and incomplete work. Please do not request that I compromise my integrity to the group. Unfortunate and extenuating circumstances befall us all and these will require a case-by-case review. Ask well in advance for an extension if you cannot hand in an assignment on time. Writing assignments will be distributed in class with clear verbal and written instructions. The “Background on a tropical commodity” assignment and “Web of causality” term paper are due at the beginning of class on dates noted. You will lose 3 points for each day late on these assignments. Assignments will not be graded if received one week past the due date. In the spirit of fairness, the mid-term exam will not be graded if not handed to me at the beginning of class on the due date. Please post your assignments to the class Canvas site.  

As a course approved for “Writing” credits, your assignments and exam will be graded for both content and presentation. More specific instructions will be provided. All assignments must be prepared using MS Word or similar programs (no Google docs). If you would benefit from copy editing and writing support, please visit the UW Odegaard Writing Center. Tutors will help you and the website has many useful links. I encourage you to peer review each other’s papers and come to office hours. 

Your class participation will be graded with the above “course philosophy and pedagogy” criteria in mind. Since effective participation is dependent on preparation, periodically I may ask very brief “questions of the day” to assess your understanding of the readings and there will be a short quiz to test reading comprehension during the second half of the quarter. You will also be asked to conduct two self-evaluations of your class participation.

UW class policies:

Land Acknowledgement: The course will emphasize diverse perspectives, locally and from around the world. Given the inherent rights of Coast Salish people in the Puget Sound or Salish Sea region, their perspectives will be emphasized. The University of Washington acknowledges the Coast Salish peoples of this land, the land which touches the shared waters of all tribes and bands within the Suquamish, Tulalip and Muckleshoot nations (https://www.washington.edu/diversity/tribal-relations/)

Educational research has shown that a student’s grades are directly correlated to their level of engagement in a class.  Discussing the class concepts with the teachers and your peers leads to higher levels of engagement.  So, please attend the office hours. You will benefit from such meetings.  
  
If helpful, please contact Disability Resources for Students (DRS) in 011 Mary Gates, (206) 543-8924, http://depts.washington.edu/uwdrs/. Also, please discuss such matters with me early in the course so that appropriate accommodations can be made. 
  
The University’s definitions of academic and personal misconduct are outlined in the Student Conduct Code (available online at https://www.washington.edu/cssc/for-students/student-code-of-conduct/). It is your responsibility to read and understand the University’s expectations in this regard.  Until you have read the Code, do not assume that you know what this University defines as cheating, plagiarism, and other forms of academic misconduct. Plagiarism is a significant violation of the Student Conduct Code. It is important for you to know that plagiarism is any representation of another person’s words or ideas in a manner that makes it seem as if they were your own, in either oral or written form. Plagiarism checking software provided by the UW will be used as needed. Similarly, the use of artificial intelligence (AI) is not allowed to help write essays or during quizzes/exams. If you wish to explore a topic while writing your essays (only), it is allowed to use AI to gather resources for your own edification. However, exam directions will expressly focus on the use of in-class materials/readings. Please see UW policies on the use of AI: https://www.washington.edu/studentlife/2023/10/11/ai-tools-and-academic-integrity/ 

UW religious accommodations: Washington state law requires that UW develop a policy for accommodation of student absences or significant hardship due to reasons of faith or conscience, or for organized religious activities. The UW’s policy, including more information about how to request an accommodation, is available at Religious Accommodations Policy (https://registrar.washington.edu/staffandfaculty/religious-accommodations-policy/). Accommodations must be requested within the first two weeks of this course using the Religious Accommodations Request form (https://registrar.washington.edu/students/religious-accommodations-request/).

SCHEDULE

INTRODUCTION

March 30: Class introduction 
a) An introduction to course and each other
In class video: Eternal Amazon: https://docuseek2-com.offcampus.lib.washington.edu/pr-amazon 
Skim: Bennett et al 2017. Conservation social science: Understanding and integrating human dimensions to improve conservation. 

“CRISIS” IN THE TROPICS

April 1: Defining the tropics and the “crisis”
a) Introduction to the tropics. What are the tropics? What are its general social and ecological characteristics? What is the link between currents/topography and climate? How have the tropics been portrayed over time?
Read: Vandermeer, 1996, Ecosystems in Space and Time: ch 12 
Watch: (Bio-physical) Introduction to the Tropics: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wWs9fpvYpPw 
(made by: https://research.monash.edu/en/persons/ailie-gallant)
Read: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Developing_country 
Read: https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2015/01/04/372684438/if-you-shouldnt-call-it-the-third-world-what-should-you-call-it 

b) What is the extent of the social and ecological crisis in the tropics? What’s at stake?
Required readings:
Read: Chapter 5, Breakfast of Biodiversity, Vandermeer and Perfecto.
Read synopsis at: https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview 
Read and watch videos: https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/ending-poverty 
Read: Status of Coral Reefs of the World: 2020 Executive Summary (start at p 14) at:
https://bvearmb.do/handle/123456789/3190
Read: Weisse et al.  2024. Forest Pulse: The Latest on the World’s Forests. 
Washington, DC: World Resources Institute. Available at: https://research.wri.org/gfr/latest-analysis-deforestation-trends 

In class we will watch: https://video-alexanderstreet-com.offcampus.lib.washington.edu/watch/tropics 
And: https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/video/2011/11/07/video-tropic-forests-under-threat-baka 

CRITICAL DEBATES

April 6: Old arguments that remain influential today
In class: worldviews role play and personal values assessment 
Read: World View-Wikipedia, focus on the opening paragraph and “Comparison of worldviews” section.   
Read: Living on a lifeboat, Hardin, 1974  
Read: Letters in BioScience about “Lifeboat” article 

April 8: The impacts of poorly regulated international trade systems and how to research them.
Library research day with UW librarian Kian Flynn <flynnk7@uw.edu>
Read: Chapter 11, Breakfast of Biodiversity, Vandermeer and Perfecto.
Read: Rosset, 2011
Required: Each student finds one academic article on the environmental impacts of production and/or trade of a tropical commodity that you personally consume. Read it, bring hardcopy to class, and be prepared to discuss it.

April 13: A crisis demanding protective actions: Hardin, EO Wilson and some conservationists
Read: Tragedy of the commons, G. Hardin, 1968
Read: E.O. Wilson, 2016. Half-Earth: Prologue and Part 1 (pp 1-79)
Browse:  https://eowilsonfoundation.org/what-is-the-half-earth-project/  

April 15:  A crisis demanding protective actions: The issue of human population
Read: Pianka and Vitt. 2019. Our One and Only Spaceship…. Read: preface, prologue, chapter 1, 8, 9
(this e-book is available for $4 at: https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/our-one-and-only-spaceship-eric-pianka/1133373895?ean=2940160842493)

April 20: A crisis demanding social justice: Vandermeer and other conservationists
Read: Cohen, J.E. 2020. Population, population, and population. (A review of Pinaka and Vitt book)
Read: https://fieldquestions.com/2013/09/09/overpopulation-dont-bet-on-it/  and reader comments
Read: Vandermeer: ch 2, 15  

April 22: Land sparing vs land sharing and solving of the so-called tragedy of the commons
Read “Conclusions” section and skim rest of article: Mertz and Mertens,_2017. Land Sparing and Land Sharing Policies in Developing Countries. 
Read: Elinor Ostrom and the Solution to the Tragedy of the Commons
Watch: Elinor Ostrom-Prize Lecture 
Read: https://www.splcenter.org/fighting-hate/extremist-files/individual/garrett-hardin 
In class video: Land Sparing and Land Sharing: Can we have both?
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qxL7DLBjnWc 

CASE STUDY IN TROPICAL DEFORESTATION AND PROTECTION: BRAZILIAN AMAZONIA

April 27: Ecology of tropical rain forests: General ecological principles and characteristics  
** “Background on a tropical commodity” assignment due at beginning of class **
Watch: Tropical Rainforest and Tropical Seasonal Forest: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E6WdEyt93vA
Read: Perfecto et al. 2019. Nature’s Matrix. Linking Agriculture, Biodiversity Conservation and Food Sovereignty: Foreword (by Hetch), Preface, Chapters 1-3 (pp 1-59) 

April 29: Social construction of rainforests
a) Some scientists’ and conservationists’ view of the rainforest: a place of unparalleled biodiversity and fascination
Read: E.O. Wilson, 2016. Half-Earth: Parts 2 and 3 (pp 81-231)

b) How inhabitants might view the rain forest: home and source of sustenance
Read: https://www.ictinc.ca/blog/indigenous-peoples-worldviews-vs-western-worldviews  
Read: Chapter 23 (starts page 404). The Spirit of the Forest. In: The Falling Sky Words of a Yanomami Shaman. Davi Kopenawa and Bruce Albert. Entire e-book available through UW Library.

May 4: A mosaic approach to landscape management
**Take home exam distributed after class on Canvas “Assignment” section. MS Word document submission due on Canvas in Assignment section by May 8, 10AM**
**Participation self-evaluation**
In class visual representation of authors’ positions	

Read: Perfecto et al. 2019. Nature’s Matrix, Chapters 4-11 (pp 60-249)

May 6: The future of Brazil’s rain forests 
Panel of guests: Leopoldo Gerhardinger, Jonathan Warren, and Ben Kantner

Read: Hecht, S.B.. 2011. The new Amazon geographies: insurgent citizenship, “Amazon Nation” and the politics of environmentalisms. 
Read: Rezende et al. 2018. From hotspot to hopespot: An opportunity for the Brazilian Atlantic
Forest.
Watch: De Baixo Para Cima - From The Bottom Up https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HHvFSx8CfFA 

**May 8: Take home exam due on Canvas by 10 AM**

CASE STUDY IN CORAL REEFS DEGRADATION AND PROTECTION

May 11: Ecology of coral reefs: General ecological principles and characteristics
**Assignment: One paragraph statement due in class describing what issue you will analyze for “Web of causality” term paper. Details to be distributed. Content of your statement will be discussed in class.**
Read: Sheppard, C and R. Kelley, 2021. Coral Reefs A Natural History. Foreword, Introduction and Chapters 1-3, pp 1-150. (It’s fine to skim pp 30-53.) Available Canvas and here.

May 13: Social construction of coral reefs
a) Some scientists’ and conservationists’ view of the coral reefs: a place of unparalleled biodiversity and fascination
Look over: https://wwf.panda.org/discover/oceans/ocean_habitats/coral_reef_rescue/ 
Look over: http://www.coral.org/
Read: Sheppard, C and R. Kelley, 2021. Coral Reefs A Natural History, Chapter 6

b) How inhabitants might view the coral reefs: home and source of sustenance
Read: Johannes, R. Words of the Lagoon: chapters 1, 10, 11, 5  
Read over: https://socpacific.link/ 
Read: https://socpacific.link/project-summary/ 
Read and watch videos in Fijian student-created storymap: https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/b6ad56a68e8148828767883cdf2b6e2b 

May 18: Climate change, development, and local responses to protect coral reefs
Guest Lecture by Dr Rohan Arthur, Scientist, Nature Conservation Foundation, India
Read: https://www.ncf-india.org/author/646374/rohan-arthur 
Read: https://www.ncf-india.org/oceans-and-coasts/engaging-in-dialogues-about-climate-resilience-in-the-lakshadweep 
Read: https://www.currentconservation.org/living-with-change-local-responses-to-global-impacts-in-indias-oceanic-coral-reefs/ 
Read: Arthur, R. 2018. Narratives from Indian Seas: Marine Resource Use…
Read: Sheppard, C and R. Kelley, 2021. Coral Reefs A Natural History. Skim Chapter 4 and Read chapter 5.
Read article and watch video of Filipino delegate at: 
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2013/nov/11/typhoon-haiyan-philippines-climate-talks
Will watch in class: Rising waters global warming and the fate of the Pacific Islands (57 min)  

CRAFTING A HUMAN-CENTERED, FEASIBLE TROPICAL ENVIRONMENTALISM

May 25: Memorial Day. UW Closed.

May 20: Participatory management, emancipatory and decolonized education, and community organizing. Guest Lecture by Evelyn Deguit of Coastal Conservation and Education Foundation, Philippines.
** Come to class prepared to give a brief oral update on your “Web of causality” term paper**
Read: Dizon, J.T. 2012. Theoretical Concepts and Practice of Community Organizing
Browse: https://www.coast.ph/
Read: https://www.coast.ph/about-ccef/ ‘
Watch: The Community Factor
Skim: Involving communities in Coastal Management. Philippine Coastal Management Guidebook Series. 
Skim: Deguit et al. 2004. Participatory Coastal Resource Assessment. Training Guide. 
Skim: Christie et al. 1994.  Community-based resource management on San Salvador Island, the Philippines.  Society and Natural Resources 7:103-117.

May 27: The evolution of international environmental organizations 
Guest lecture by Dr Kāwika Riley Chief Communications and Engagement Officer of Nia Tero 
Read about our guest speaker at: https://www.niatero.org/about-us/team
Read and watch videos at: https://www.survivalinternational.org/campaigns/conservation 
Watch one video at: https://survivalinternational.org/articles/tribalvoiceconservation 
Read: https://www.yesmagazine.org/environment/2020/09/15/conservation-decolonize-environmentalism 
Read: https://www.niatero.org/
Read: https://www.niatero.org/about-us (scroll down to button: “See All News and Press” and read what catches your eye)
Skim: Bennett et al. 2017. An appeal for a code of conduct for marine conservation.

June 1: Developing a typology of responses to the crisis and the challenge of action
Read: https://350.org/science/ 
Look over: www.350.org and www.sunrisemovement.org website (Extra Credit: Get involved and write a paragraph on experience)
Skim: https://www.commondreams.org/newswire/sunrise-launches-historic-primary-program-its-time-to-clear-house 
Read: https://iucn.org/blog/202308/youth-agents-change-sustainable-future
Skim: Adams et al. 2004. Biodiversity Conservation and the Eradication of Poverty.
Skim: McShane et al. Hard choices: Making trade-offs between biodiversity conservation and human well-being.

June 3: WOC paper presentations and potluck
**Web of causality term paper hard copy due at beginning of class. Also submit electronic copy to Canvas. See assignment instructions.**
**Participation self-evaluation**
In class discussion of Web of Causality commodities and changing personal patterns of consumption
Reading assignment extra credit: find an article or website on changing personal consumption patterns, read it, bring to class, and get extra credit
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