ENVIRONMENTAL CARING / JED ANDERSON

The Guard and the Gar dener

How Al could change our relationship with nature

Keep the safeguards. Add sustained attention.

Our modern environmental institutions have largely organized our relationship with
nature around protection: controlling what people may do toit. Al could help us build a
more responsive relationship—one that notices what nature needs, acts in time, and

checks the outcome.

A relationship built on protection

A guard protects a garden by keeping threats out.
Environmental protection has largely given us that role:
set pollution limits, restrict harmful activities, protect
habitats, and enforce the rules.

This relationship has delivered enormous gains in
cleaner air, reduced lead exposure, species survival, and
ozone recovery. Those safeguards must stay.

But keeping harm out is not always enough to keep life
healthy. A factory can meet its permit while the river
remains unwell. A protected species may still need
continuing management.

From boundaries to attention

Protection focuses on our conduct. Care adds attention
to nature’s condition. The question expands from “Did we
follow the rules?” to “Is this living system doing well?”

Care is not a new human ethic. Indigenous stewardship
and the tending of local commons have long expressed
this relationship. The opportunity is to sustain such
attention across larger, more complex systems.

Al could help care begin

For much of modern environmental history, institutions
could not observe and interpret changes quickly enough
to respond as they unfolded. Limits set beforehand
helped protect what we could not continuously see.

Sensors, networks, and Al could help close that gap.
Together, they could support a repeating cycle:

NOTICE changes in the living system.
DECIDE what response is appropriate.
ACT in time, within human-set limits.
CHECK the outcome and adjust.

Prediction alone is not care. Someone must have the
authority, resources, and responsibility to respond.
Sometimes the right response is to watch and leave a
healthy system alone.

The gardener still needs the guard

People must define health, acceptable risks, and hard
boundaries. Al may help sustain attention inside
them—not choose those values for us.

Wrong goals, stale information, and unnecessary
intervention can cause harm. Start small, test openly, and
claim success only at the scale demonstrated.

Protection asks. Did we avoid doing harm?
Care adds: Are we helping life remain healthy?
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