· SUSTAINABILITY:   the new grand narrative
By Peter Newman

Sustainable development was first mentioned by the International Union for Conservation of Nature when they created The World Conservation Strategy:  Living Resource Conservation for Sustainable Development in 1980.  It came from an ecological perspective on managing natural resources for the long term rather than seeing them as an economic resource for short term exploitation.  This ecological perspective had been extended by a number of ecologists like Ian McHarg and Paul Ehrlich into a broader world view where human society and economy were largely regarded as a ‘cancer’ spreading out of control. Human activity had to be curtailed and regulated thus giving rise to the environmental movement, to pollution control, environmental impact assessment and the setting aside of natural areas with as little control by humans as possible.

This political and social movement, reflected in Green Parties and conservation groups, was a growing force in global politics in the 1980s.  The global and local realities driving this movement were considerable with global warming, loss of forests, destruction of biodiversity, desertification, toxic chemicals, pollution of rivers and urban air.  However the movement’s application to the economy tended towards the prevention of all further development.  Progress and growth became negative terms.  In the wealthy first world this was a debate about whether to have bread or cake but in the third world the ecological message of stopping development was not well received.  With a billion people unable to meet their basic human needs, the imperative of ecology was seen by many in the third world as an affront.  Ecology and development were on collision course.

The United Nations established the World Commission on Environment and Development (the Brundtland Commission) to try and resolve this conflict.  In 1987 they produced Our Common Future with its concept of sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of current generations without jeopardising the needs of future generations”.  The merging of environmental with economic goals was posited and thus began the first steps towards a more positive integration of these disciplines and world views.

Fukyama suggested that history stopped in 1989 with the end of communism and the triumph of capitalism.  No further dialectic or tension between ideologies existed so global politics would no longer have a clash of “grand narratives”.  In reality the grand narrative of sustainability was emerging as a major contradiction to the dominant paradigm of modernism and consumerism.  Economics had to now accommodate ecology which in turn had to create a new kind of economics.  Ecological economics has been emerging since as the new fundamental discipline of sustainable development.  Every nation had to report on how it was addressing the new concept at Rio in 1992 at the UN Conference on Environment and Development.  Australia, through the Hawke Government, developed an Ecologically Sustainable Development Policy, took it to Rio and was seen as being a major global contributor.

The 1990s saw the emergence of another dimension to sustainable development: the social.  If economics was to create long term solutions with ecological regeneration built in, then this could not occur without social change.  Social change that created more just and effective communities was clearly going to synergise the necessary environmental and economic reforms.  Although inherent in many of the approaches being developed in the 1980s, the new sustainable development agenda now incorporated the three circles with equal emphasis.  The political process was focussed firmly on how the three must now be integrated simultaneously.

In 2002 at Johannesburg the World Summit on Sustainable Development reported on global attempts at implementation.  Increasingly the language changed from sustainable development to ‘sustainability’ as the recognition grew that this was not just a set of techniques or strategies for development but a much deeper need for a new world view – a new grand narrative.

Since the election of the Howard Government in Australia, sustainability has not been a priority at Federal level.  However the baton has passed to the States and Local Government over this period.  In 2001 the current Western Australian State Government was elected in a landslide based on the prevention of logging in old growth forests.  Part of the policy agenda was to take up the global call on sustainability and produce a State Sustainability Strategy covering all aspects of government.  No-one knew quite what it meant.  I was asked to help produce this strategy and hence began a two-and-a-half year intensive public engagement process that created the world’s first ‘whole of government’ State Sustainability Strategy.

The WA Strategy both illustrates how sustainability is different in its principles, processes and products and suggests problems that still need resolving.

PRINCIPLES

The WA Strategy is based on a framework consisting of a definition, a set of principles and visions leading to a set of actions.  The definition of sustainability was “meeting the needs of current and future generations through an integration of environmental protection, social advancement and economic prosperity”.  The principles are set out in Table1 below.

	Box 1 Principles For Sustainability in Western Australian Sustainability Strategy

FOUNDATION PRINCIPLES

· LONG TERM ECONOMIC GAIN

Sustainability recognises the long term needs of future generations (as well as the short term) for economic health, diversity, innovation and productivity of the earth

· ACCESS, EQUITY AND HUMAN RIGHTS

Sustainability recognises that everyone should have their interests recognised and share in the fruits of development, that an environment needs to be created where all people can express their full potential and lead productive lives, and that dangerous gaps in sufficiency, safety and opportunity endanger the earth.

· BIODIVERSITY AND ECOLOGICAL INTEGRITY

Sustainability recognises that all life has intrinsic value, is interconnected and that biodiversity and ecological integrity are part of the irreplaceable life support systems upon which the earth depends.

· SETTLEMENT EFFICIENCY AND QUALITY OF LIFE

Sustainability recognises that settlements need to reduce their ecological footprint (i.e. less material and energy demands and reductions in waste), whilst they simultaneously improve their quality of life (health, housing, employment, community…).

· COMMUNITY, REGIONS, ‘SENSE OF PLACE’ AND HERITAGE

Sustainability recognises the reality and diversity of community and regions for the management of the earth, and the critical importance of ‘sense of place’ and heritage (buildings, townscapes, landscapes and culture) in any plans for the future.

· NET BENEFIT FROM DEVELOPMENT

Sustainability means that all development and particularly development involving extraction of non-renewable resources should strive to provide net environmental, social and economic benefit for future generations.

· COMMON GOOD 

Sustainability recognises that planning for the common good requires acceptance of limits to system requires acceptance of limits to consumption of public resources (like air, water, open space) so that a shared resource is available to all.

PROCESS PRINCIPLES

· INTEGRATION

Sustainability requires that economic, social and environmental factors be integrated by applying all the principles of sustainability at once, and seeking mutually supportive benefits with minimal trade offs.

· ACCOUNTABILITY, TRANSPARENCY AND ENGAGEMENT

Sustainability recognises that people should have access to information on sustainability issues, that institutions should have triple bottom line accountability on an annual basis, that regular sustainability audits of programs and policies should be conducted, and that public engagement lies at the heart of all sustainability principles.

· PRECAUTION

Sustainability requires caution, avoiding poorly understood risks of serious or irreversible damage to environmental, social and economic capital, designing for surprise and managing for adaptation.

· HOPE, VISION, SYMBOLIC AND ITERATIVE CHANGE

Sustainability recognises that applying these sustainability principles as part of a broad strategic vision for the earth can generate hope in the future, and thus it will involve symbolic change that is part of many successive steps over generations.


These principles may seem like ‘motherhood’ but as Bradbury says:

           “At its deepest level it can be argued that sustainable development is not a 

             motherhood issue at all, it is a subversive issue.  This is a debate about how we

             should understand difficult things….It is the Galilean dialogue of our times.”

The Galilean dialogue Bradbury is referring to is the debate between the sustainability world view and the simplistic approach to the ‘church’ of economics, just as Galileo had to challenge he church’s cosmology.

PROCESSES

Sustainability builds on these principles but its real magic lies in the processes that are engendered when the principles are taken seriously.  As people connect to the need for long term, integrated thinking they lose their professional and sectoral labels and become more connected to the deeper ethical issues facing our culture.  Such was the experience in WA as hundreds of workshops, seminars, background papers and seminars were held across the state.  With few resources available much of the work was done by research students who were able to feed directly into the process. The resulting website remains a globally important resource  < www.sustainability.dpc.gov.wa>

If sustainability is the new grand narrative replacing modernism, what happened to post modernism?  Postmodernism is not a grand narrative -  it exists in reaction to another - but it did develop ways of bringing down experts in professions.  Thus much of sustainability’s magic is that it is building up from the knowledge and expertise of anyone and everyone.  The World Business Council for Sustainable Development calls this approach JAZZ, based on their scenarios for the future.  They reject the two scenarios of GEOPOLITY (massive state intervention based on government experts) and FROG (First Raise Our Growth, or leave it to the market based on financial experts).  Their preferred third scenario JAZZ is where everyone is playing the same song but there are unpredictable leaders at particular times, and where innovation and trials are constantly being attempted.  The JAZZ scenario requires that we recognise the essential value in all three sectors – the market, government and community.

The market has power based on its ability to rapidly respond with new goods and services, government has power based on regulation and infrastructure, and community has power based on its values and visions.  When all three work together the synergy for sustainability is created and the JAZZ can begin.  Many heroic stories of change are now illustrating how JAZZ based on innovations in one sector of society have led to new partnerships in all three sectors.

PRODUCTS

Sustainability is emerging with a range of new products that are changing the way governments and corporations work:

· sustainability planning

· sustainability assessment

· sustainability procurement

· sustainability reporting

· sustainability accreditation

PROBLEMS

Integrating the Social

The most often stated issue that underlies much of the sustainability challenge is the true integration of the social into the economic and environmental.  This integration is relatively easy when ‘social’ means data-oriented social science, as then there is a common methodology of integration within economic and environmental ‘descriptive knowledge’; the problem is with ‘interpretative knowledge’ in the social sciences and humanities, related to values and worldviews.

The main process that looks as though it could help in resolving this issue is ‘place narrative’, or stories related to a place.  The sociology of regions and places is dominated by statistics about environmental and social issues that are helpful on one level to understand a place, but they don’t reach the ‘heart and soul’ of a place.  On the other hand the t.v. documentaries and histories of places tend to gloss over the issues that matter to sustainability.  ‘Place stories’ enable us to reconcile the ‘interpretative approach’ of the humanities with the statistics of the ‘descriptive approach’ from social and natural sciences.

The WA Sustainability Strategy thus makes a lot of the need to encourage ‘sense of place’ in each region and in each part of the city.  Stories are an emerging technique for integrating issues and enabling their values and political scope to be mainstreamed.  As Leonie Sandercock says in her book Cosmopolis II (which is a plea for how the social dimension can be better integrated into city planning):


“For the longest time, ‘story’ was thought of in the social sciences as ‘soft’,

              inferior, lacking in rigour, or, worst insult of all, as a ‘woman/native/other’ way 

              of knowing…But as Alasdair MacIntyre put it: ‘I can only answer the question 

             “What can I do?” if I can answer the prior question,…”of what story or stories do 

              I find myself a part?” “  p 182

Eckstein and Throgmorten have provided a collection of edited papers that seek to establish the links between ‘story and sustainability’.  They are one of the first coherent collections of place narratives; they are rich in theory and real stories about the way sustainability is being approached.  Their focus is on American cities, however the conceptual approach is such that it can be applied to any city or to any region.

This is not an easy exercise.  Bringing together the descriptive and the interpretative is the most important challenge in the policy arena that has been opened up by the sustainability agenda.  However attempts to do this are rare and the simple model of ‘storytelling’ usually doesn’t appear on the policy radar.  Eckstein and Throgmorten’s book is therefore of great significance as it fills a need that is being felt by academic and policy-maker alike who are seeking the holy grail of integration.

The emerging area of sustainability challenges all disciplines and professions to think more holistically, more globally and more place-oriented.  However this can still be an expert’s game, one involving the collection of data to describe a problem and the development of technical options for solutions.  Important as such analysis is the issues of sustainability in cities and regions go broader and deeper.  Only through stories can the will to change be generated in such matters as racially segregated cities, car dependence, consumerism, declining community, the loss of habitat and climate change.  The power of the story is in its empowerment of ordinary people, the setting of boundaries around ‘place’ and the ability to ‘imagine communities’ thus creating a ‘shared sense of moral purpose at a regional scale’ (Eckstein and Throgmorten p5).

It all makes sense academically and so in the ISTP (the Institute where I work) researchers are rapidly switching their methodologies to be more story-oriented.  But there is also a warning.  Eckstein says in her chapter: “I begin with a warning about sentimentalising storytelling precisely because understanding its power is so important to public decision making and urban well-being.”  She concludes: “ A focus on storytelling emphasises the elusiveness of truth and the complexity of desire.  For those who want to plan for a sustainable urban future, these qualities must be acknowledged and explored” (p14).  Thus we need to go beyond Hollywood, whilst acknowledging that they have known about the power of storytelling for some time.

Leonie Sandercock in her book tells of social planner Wendy Sarkissian going to a new suburb in Australia where families were struggling.  After collecting statistics she felt nothing in her report truly reflected their situation and instead told the story of a typical family, their hopes and their pain as the place did not fulfil their dreams.  When she took the story back to the community they said that finally someone had understood them.

That was the beginning of a process to try and change their future and redeem some of their lost dreams, which is the real power of the place story.

The Inevitability of Politics

Sustainability challenges the world to change and provides various ways for us to think differently and techniques for being more sustainable in government and business.  However change is inevitably going to involve politics.  The goal of sustainability to play JAZZ and resolve fundamental tensions can suggest that politics is not required.

However the geographer Susan Owens who has written a lot about sustainability has also been involved in government processes in the UK that have tried to change the way that planning is done and priorities are decided.  She stresses that sustainability cannot avoid politics.  Similar analyses about environmental issues from a sociological perspective like Dunlap et al’s book, stress the importance of politics. There are deep divisions in society and if we are going to make changes then there will inevitably be political pain;  even if we have done all the research on place stories and other techniques of sustainability, it is sometimes necessary to seek out the deep divisions in our community in order to provide politicians with the real choices.

The issue becomes one of seeking to find common ground and underlying synergies across disciplines and sectors.  Sustainability tries to seek partnerships that can ensure the processes of change to a better future are managed in a way that creates mutual benefit.  It seeks to enable the political decision-making to be more based on common good outcomes rather than narrow interests.  The idea of win-win-win instead of making trade-offs between sectors, is now a common goal for sustainability advocates.

The divisions in society are deep but now sustainability challenges us to create new partnerships for overcoming division, to move towards healing.  The techniques for doing this are all about deliberative democracy.  Only by developing a broad base for a policy that crosses all sectors and taps into the values and visions of civil society, can we get sustainability gains in the political process.  The Aristotelian dialogue of the polis was created to try and solve problems that went beyond ‘what is’ to imagine ‘what could be’ and therefore to have a consensus approach to the conclusions.

Deliberative democracy goes beyond the election policy process and the survey of current attitudes (often deliberately twisted to provide simplistic answers to complex problems).  It tries to invent ways of tapping into the creative abilities of communities to work through the complexity of sustainability issues.  This is the process being established through techniques such as Citizen Juries, Multi-Criteria Analysis Summits and others.  They build on the story of a place and seek to resolve the deep divisions of history.  As Eckstein and Throgmorten say: ‘sustainability, story and democracy mutually construct one another’ (p4).
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