
Introducing Environmental Management (EM): Definition, scope and Goals of EM 

We shall require a substantially new manner of thinking if mankind is to survive. Albert 

Einstein 

Environmental management is not easy to define... it can refer to a goal or vision, to 

attempts to steer a process, to the application of a set of tools, to a philosophical exercise 

seeking to establish new perspectives towards the environment and human societies, and to 

much more besides. Environmental managers are a diverse group of people including 

academics, policy-makers, non-governmental organisation (NGO) workers, company 

employees, civil servants and a wide range of individuals or groups who make decisions 

about the use of natural resources (such as fishers, farmers and pastoralists). Indeed, 

environmental management involves all people to some extent because all human activities 

ultimately have some sort of environmental impact. However, some individuals are more 

directly involved with resource use, and some special interest groups are particularly 

concerned with resource exploitation and with issues related to pollution. Environmental 

management therefore involves many stakeholders and requires a multidisciplinary 

perspective. It involves many spatial scales, ranging from the local to the global. It also 

involves many, diverse goals, including the desires to control the direction and pace of 

development, to optimise resource use, to minimise environmental degradation and to avoid 

environmental disaster. Environmental management may be practised by individuals and 

groups holding conflicting - and even directly opposing - views, as may be the case when 

environmental managers employed by large multinational corporations come into conflict 

with environmental managers representing voluntary organisations. 

A focus on decision-making 

In general, however, environmental management is concerned with the understanding of the 

structure and function of the earth system, as well as of the ways in which humans relate to 

their environment. Environmental management is therefore concerned with the description 

and monitoring of environmental changes, with predicting future changes and with attempts 

to maximise human benefit and to minimise environmental degradation due to human 

activities. Yet, characteristically, environmental management is about decision-making - and 

it is especially concerned with the process of decision-making in relation to the use of natural 

resources, the pollution of habitats and the modification of ecosystems. Fundamentally, then, 

environmental management is a political activity because those decisions - about resources, 

pollution and ecosystems - are never neutral or objective; on the contrary, they are value 

laden and they reflect the exercise of power by particular groups over others. Moreover, in 

general, it is naïve to conceive of environmental management as being about simply 'the 

management of the environment' in the sense of humans manipulating and controlling the 

components and processes of the earth system. Of course, humans do exert such influences 

on the earth system; but it is a fallacy to think that humans 'manage', for instance, populations 

of humpback whales. Instead, it is more accurate to suggest that humans may be able to make 

some progress towards managing human impacts on humpback whales. Ultimately, then, 



environmental management is more concerned with the management of human activities and 

their impacts than with the management of the natural environment per se. 

Influencing the course of development 

Nevertheless, some types of activity are common to environmental managers. Environmental 

managers attempt deliberately to steer the process of development in order to take advantage 

of opportunities; they attempt to ensure that critical environmental limits are not exceeded; 

they work to reduce and mitigate environmental issues; and they are concerned with 

increasing the adaptability and resilience of human societies in the face of environmental 

change, variability, unpredictability and hazards. From this point of view, environmental 

management may be defined as the system that anticipates and avoids, or solves, 

environmental and resource conservation issues. From another point of view, environmental 

management may be defined as a process concerned with human-environment interactions 

which seeks to identify: 

• what are environmentally desirable outcomes 

• what are the physical, economic, social, cultural, political and technological 

constraints to achieving those outcomes? 

• what are the most feasible options for achieving those outcomes? 

Indeed, in many parts of the world (and arguably worldwide), environmental management is 

intimately linked with pressing issues of justice and even of survival. A further definition 

might suggest that environmental management is concerned with meeting and improving 

provision for human needs and demands on a sustainable basis with minimal damage to 

natural habitats and ecosystems. Thus, the concept of environmental management is closely 

related to another important (and problematic) concept: that of sustainable development. 

Environmental management is the process of allocating natural and man-made resources so 

as to make optimum use of the environment in satisfying not only the present basic human 

needs but of the coming generations also. 

This management implies an element of conscious choice from a variety of alternative 

proposals and furthermore that such a choice involves purposeful commitment to recognised 

and desired objectives. 

Environmental management is not merely a management of environment but it is essentially 

the management of various activities with intolerable constraints imposed by the environment 

itself and with full consideration of ecological factors. Thus, it involves environmental 

planning, conservation of resources, environmental status evaluation, and environmental 

legislation and administration. 

The focus of environmental management is on implementation, monitoring and auditing; on 

practice and coping with real-world issues, rather than theoretical planning. A close 

integration with environmental planning is desirable. 



Thus, as stated earlier, environmental management is a field of study dedicated to 

understanding human-environment interactions and the application of science and common-

sense to solving problems. 

The characteristic features of the environmental management are:  

1. It deals with a world affected by humans; 

2. It supports sustainable development; 

3. It demands a multidisciplinary approach; 

4. It has to integrate different development viewpoints; 

5. It concerns with short-term and long-term planning as well as from local to global scale; 

and 

6. It seeks to integrate natural and social science, policy making and planning. 

During the last three decades, too much awareness has been developed regarding 

environmental protection and quality of life. The dictionary of environment is renewed 

regularly with new terminologies like clean technology, environmental auditing, 

environment-friendly products, environmental impact assessment, environmental resource 

conservation, etc., added. 

But all these aspects have been converged when the wider concept of environmental 

management has been emerged and also accepted as a tool for sustainable development. 

Environmental management, can also be defined as an entity that provides resources from the 

bioenvironmental systems of the planet but simultaneously tries to retain sanative, life-

supporting ecosystems. It is therefore an attempt to harmonise and balance the various 

enterprises for his own benefit.  

Time has now come when our policy makers as well as society should aim to protect, 

conserve and regulate the development in such a way that it will not create any adverse effect 

on ecosystem and needs of the people can also be fulfilled. 

Throughout the world, particularly in developing countries, these are an urgent need for the 

management of the total environment. 

In the first instance environ- mental management must do three things: 

(i) Identify goals; 

(ii) Establish whether these can be met, and 

(iii) Develop and implement means to do what it deems possible. 

Thus, environmental management is an approach which integrates ecology, policy making, 

planning and social development. 



Its main objectives include:  

1. To prevent and solve environmental problems; 

2. To establish limits; 

3. To develop research institutions and monitoring systems; 

4. To warn threats and identify opportunities; 

5. To suggest measures for resource conservation; 

6. To develop a strategy for the improvement of quality of life; 

7. To suggest long-term and short-term policies for sustainable development; and 

8. To identify new technology for sustainable development. 

In brief, environmental management is necessary for environmental planning which implies 

the optimal utilisation of the earth’s resources and preservation of the quality of environment 

for the healthy growth of society. 

The term ‘sustainable development’ has become a matter of great concern not only to the 

international and national organisations but also to the policy makers. 

In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development has published a report 

Our Common Future emphasising the need for sustainable development and defined it as: 

“Sustainable development is the development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. Others refer to it as 

“improving the quality of human life while living within the carrying of the supporting 

ecosystem”. 

Now, sustainable development, also referred as ‘eco-development’, has been accepted as a 

concept of development by all the nations of the world.  
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