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Denning University Professor of Sustainable Development, Columbia University, New York 
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Previous Appointments 

Associate Professor and Professor (1999 - 2008), Department of Geography, University of Maryland, College Park  

Associate Research Scientist (1992-1999), Department of Geography, University of Maryland, College Park 

Senior Project Officer (1983 - 1992), National Research Council, Washington, D.C. 
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Education 

Ph.D. (1980), Dept of Geography and Environmental Engineering, Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, MD 

B.A., summa cum laude (1976), Washington University, St. Louis, MO (major in earth science) 

 

Areas of Expertise 

Climate, agriculture and tropical forests; social-ecological systems; sustainability science; food security; conservation and 

livelihoods in central India 

  

Fellowships and Honors (selected) 

MacArthur Fellowship (2007) 

Elected Member, National Academy of Sciences (2006) 

Elected Member, National Academy of Engineering (2024) 

University Professor (highest faculty rank), Columbia University (2016) 

Corresponding Fellow, British Academy (2023) 

Web of Science, Highly Cited Researcher, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021 

Marsh Award for Climate Change Research (2021) 

Distinguished Scholar Award, American Association of Geographers (2015) 

Honorary Doctorate, McGill University (2016); Honorary Doctorate, University of Leuven Belgium (2017) 

Fellow, Ecological Society of America (elected 2012); Fellow, American Academy of Arts and Sciences (elected 2010); Fellow, 

American Geophysical Union (2009) 

Fellow, American Association for the Advancement of Science (elected 2008); Fulbright Award for Research in India (2007) 
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Books for Popular Audiences 

DeFries, R. 2021. What Would Nature Do?:A Guide for Our Uncertain Times. Columbia University Press. 264.pp. 
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Linking Science with Action 

Trustee on various boards including Worldwide Fund for Nature-US and Environmental Defense Fund 

Founder, Network for Conserving Central India 


