Theodore Roosevelt:
Opening Address by the President (1909)
Nature has supplied to us in the United States, and still supplies to us, more
kinds of resources in a more lavish degree than has ever been the case at any other time
or with any other people. Our position in the world has been attained by the extent and
the thoroughness of the control we have achieved over nature; but we are more, and not
less, dependent upon what she furnishes than at any previous time of history since the
days of primitive man...
The wise use of all of our natural resources, which are our national resources as
well, is the great material question of today. I have asked you to come together now
because the enormous consumption of these resources, and the threat of imminent
exhaustion of some of them, due to reckless and wasteful use...calls for common effort,
common action.
We want to take action that will prevent the advent of a woodless age, and defer
as long as possible the advent of an ironless age...
Natural resources...can be divided into two sharply distinguished classes
accordingly as they are or are not capable of renewal. Mines if used must necessarily
be exhausted. The minerals do not and can not renew themselves. Therefore in dealing
with coal, the oil, the gas, the iron, the metals generally, all that we can do is to try to
see that they are wisely used. The exhaustion is certain to come in time. We can trust
that it will be deferred long enough to enable extraordinary inventive genius of our
people to devise means and methods for more or less adequately replacing what is lost;
but the exhaustion is sure to come.
The second class of resources consists of those which can not only be used in such
a manner as to leave them undiminished for our children, but can actually be improved
by wise use. The soil, the forests, the waterways come in this category. Everyone
knows that a really good farmer leaves his farm more valuable at the end of life than it
was when he first took hold of it. So with the waterways. So with the forests. In
dealing with mineral resources, man is able to improve on nature only by putting
resources to beneficial use which in the end exhausts them; but in dealing with the soil
and its products man can improve on nature by compelling the resources to renew and
even reconstruct themselves in such manner as to serve increasingly beneficial useswhile the living waters can be so controlled as to multiply their benefits...
In the past we have admitted the right of the individual to injure the future of the
Republic for his own present profit. In fact there has been a good deal of demand for
unrestricted individualism, for the right of the individual to injure the future of all of us
for his own temporary and immediate profit. The time has come for a change. As a
people we have a right and the duty, second to none other but the right and duty of
obeying the moral law, of requiring and doing justice, to protect ourselves and our
children against the wasteful development of our natural resources, whether that waste
is caused by actual destruction of such resources or by making them impossible of
development hereafter.
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