
Professor Kristin Borgwald 

Miami Dade College, Wolfson Campus 

Philosophy 

Unit on Environmental Ethics  

PHI 2604—Case Study for Virginia Key North Point Restoration Project 

This unit will require a minimum of three 50-minute class periods.   

Readings: 

Aldo Leopold, “The Land Ethic” 

Baxter, “A „Good‟ Environment: Just One of the Set of Human Objectives” 

Viglucci, “Rising from the ravages: on despoiled Virginia Key, an ambitious ecosystem restoration is 

underway,” (Miami Herald) 

Rationale: 

Students will critically examine the strengths and weakness of both intrinsic and instrumental environmental 

ethical theories using the Virginia Key North Point Restoration Project.     

Summary: 

Lecture/discussion of ethical theories 

 Aldo Leopold argued that the “ethical sequence” of theoretical ethics needed to evolve from a focus 

exclusively on human beings and society to human beings and THE LAND (soil, water, plants, animals, 

etc.).  He argues that we ought to expand the boundaries of our “community concept” to include all 

members of the land as well, and that every member of the community be guaranteed and protected in 

the right to continued existence in a natural state.  Essentially, he argued for conservation, a state of 

harmony between humans and the land, where we co-exist with nature rather than rule or dominate over 

nature.  He was adamant about human beings understanding their place within the land pyramid and 

how man-made changes to the land negatively impact all members of the community (including human 

beings).  The land is intrinsically valuable, just as human beings are, and therefore, we ought to act as 

stewards on its behalf.   

 

 William Baxter, on the other hand, argued that the land is not intrinsically valuable, but only 

instrumentally: we ought to protect the environment because human beings need it to survive.  He 

explicitly states that he is not concerned with penguins, marshes, soil, etc. for their own sakes.  He‟s 

anthropocentric view places human beings at the center of the ethic.  His reasons for this approach 

include: (1) it is commonsensical- this is how we already tend to think and act, (2) the view does not 

present massive destruction of the environment because we need it to survive and make life enjoyable, 

(3) what is good for humans is good for nature, and (4) optimal levels of pollution are fine as long as 

humans continue to benefit from them.   

 

 



 

Discussion of Virginia Key North Point Restoration Project 

 The island has been dug up and dumped on for decades 

 Volunteers are planting 60,000 shoots of red mangrove, marsh grass, and black needlerush in effort to restore 

Virginia Key‟s ecosystem 

 Crews will also rebuild wetlands, a costal hardwood hammock and a half-mile long sand dune on 65 acres along 

the shore 

 Cost: initially, small grants totaling $1.75 million; total cost $3 million  

 Removing thickets of exotic Australian pines, Brazilian pepper, and other invasive species 

 removed fill to bring back the topography of a marsh and wetland 

 dug channels to connect the system and bring the wetlands back to life by mimicking natural tidal flows across the 

land 

 100 acres of exotic vegetation removal 

 35 acres of red mangrove wetlands creation 

 18 black mangrove and white mangrove wetlands creation 

 5 acres of marsh creation 

 20 acres of maritime hammock creation 

 5 acres of dune community creation 

 15 acres of coastal strand creation 

 Milano, project manager: “we‟ve already been seeing species of birds we haven‟t seen here before- geese, 

woodstorks, plovers.” 

 Mountain bike trails are kept and developed further 

 “we need not only to replenish what is natural, but we need these natural resources for people  to have a place to 

go…” 

Debating the connection to theoretical perspectives 

 Argue in favor of the Virginia Key North Point Restoration Project using Leopold 

 Argue in favor of the Virginia Key North Point Restoration Project using Baxter 

 Which perspective is ethically preferable and why? 

 Which perspective is practically preferable and why? 

 Consider the quote: “we need not only to replenish what is natural, but we need these natural resources 

for people to have a place to go…” Which of these ought to be our priority?  Discuss in light of the 

restoration project verses the mountain bikers‟ demands. 

Assessment: 

 Students will be required to submit a group assignment answering the above prompts.  Each group will 

be required to defend their views to the class.   

 Students will be given the option of writing either a final essay exam or participating in the restoration 

work as a service learning project.  Students who choose the service learning option will be required to 

write a reflection paper about their experience that also incorporates the views of Leopold and/or Baxter.  

Students who choose the exam option will be required to answer an essay exam question concerning the 

theoretical perspectives and how the restoration project embodies both approaches to environmental 

ethics.   


