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Abstract

The journey of sustainability at Murdoch University is traced in four phases that are reflected simultaneously in global politics, Murdoch University’s response and the personal growth of the author.  The four phases are:

· The Environmental Precursor

· The Brundtland Resolution

· The Government Application and

· The New Sustainability Profession

Introduction

Murdoch University was established in the early 1970s in order to address contemporary issues directly rather than through traditional disciplines (Bolton, 1984).  This is an ideal structure to address sustainability and thus it should not be a surprise to find Murdoch has developed a sustainability niche among the largest in the university world.  The story of its development reflects the broader global sustainability story and will be outlined from a personal perspective.

1.  The Environmental Precursor (1970s-mid 1980s)

Throughout the world governments began to legislate for environmental protection in the 1970s.  This grew out of a global consciousness that the modernist phase in the professions of engineering and economics were not able to accommodate the environment in their professional advice.  Rachel Carson’s “Silent Spring” in 1962 had first alerted the world to a deep inability to prevent global contamination and ecologists like Ehrlich and Ehrlich (1970) soon built a case for a new discipline.  The 1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment trumpeted the need for this new kind of education.

In 1972 (after a PhD in Chemistry) I had found one course in the world where I could study Environmental Science, at Delft in the Netherlands.  It was in its second year by then and built on the Dutch strengths in water science and engineering.  After receiving the post-graduate Diploma in Environmental Science & Technology I proceeded to do a post-doctorate with Paul Ehrlich at Stanford University.  Ehrlich had been a champion of the environmental cause in Australia through several very popular television appearances which highlighted global and local ecological problems.  It was an apocalyptic period with a strong sense of doom based on emerging limits in the global ecosystem.

In 1974 I was appointed to be a foundation lecturer in Environmental Science at the new Murdoch University which, along with Griffith University in Brisbane, was the first to offer such a program.  The new degree was clearly a response to the emerging global and national political issues around the environment but also to the reality that disciplines stuck in silos needed to be integrated and focussed on finding environmental solutions.

Murdoch had a dual approach: to establish an integrated science degree called Environmental Science (ES) and an interdisciplinary science/arts degree called Population and World Resources (PWR) which combined units from environmental science, economics, history and politics.  Both degrees were greeted with considerable cynicism from the traditional disciplines - apart from providing a few elective units just in case students were attracted (Newman, 1984)

The degrees began in 1975 with an immediate student appeal and both degrees have continued to this day to attract substantial numbers.  The PWR degree has morphed into other titles and focus, as outlined below, until becoming the current Sustainable Development program.

I taught one of the core units in the PWR degree – Population, Resources and Environment – based on the Ehrlich and Ehrlich (1970) text and philosophy.  This unit was, like a lot of environmental philosophy of the time, “anti development”.  It was apocalyptic and designed to scare people into awareness of the criticality of the issues to do with global resource use, climate change, loss of natural resources, exploding cities and inadequate institutional responses.

By the late 70s I had begun to change.  I became aware that my students did not need to be scared into awareness – they knew deeply and they were almost paralysed with fear. I began to get involved in political change (elected to Fremantle City Council) and began the campaign for a new rail system in Perth that has continued to this day with considerable success (Newman, 2001; Newman and Kenworthy, 1999).  I found that the desperate need at that time was for hopeful visions of change that could be enacted in stages (Newman et al, 1988). The two sides to my teaching sat in an uneasy, almost schizophrenic relationship (Newman, 1996).

This personal change and conflict was a reflection of what was occurring at the same time in the global arena where a major conflict had emerged between environmental philosophy and economic development.  Although it was clear that there was a real and growing need for Environmental Science and the profession it was creating, there was a clash with economic development looming and in particular with the third world.  Many ecologists were saying that the third world should not develop as the planet did not have enough room left – it was running out of resources and the concept of a doubling or tripling of the world’s population was beyond the realms of possibility (Hardin, G, 1977; Meadows et al, 1972; McHarg, 1971).  The third world was not impressed, as they had a billion people going to bed hungry and the prospect of no development to meet such basic human needs was also unimaginable.  At the 1982 UN Conference on Social Development the environmental perspective was presented as a western plot.   A new way of thinking was required.
2.  The Brundtland Resolution:  Sustainable Development (mid 1980s to 1990s)

The UN established the World Commission on Environment and Development chaired by the Prime Minister of Norway, Gro Harlem Brundtland, to resolve the conflict.

They did so by suggesting:

· Development was necessary to meet basic human needs but it had to be very different in quality from previous development.

· In particular the rich world had to find a way of doing development that decoupled it from growing resource consumption and environmental impact (UNWCED, 1987 and Newman, 1990)

The resulting ‘sustainable development’ was about meeting present needs without compromising future generations and that integrated environmental and social aspects into economic development from the beginning. This was agreed to by nearly everyone but the reality was that we didn’t do it and we didn’t even know how to begin to do it. More than anything it highlighted the need for new training and new thinking that could create a profession around the idea of sustainable development. 

Murdoch responded almost immediately to this new challenge as it fitted with their earlier forays into the area.  The Institute for Science and Technology Policy, which had been set up in 1988, immediately appointed a lecturer in Ecologically Sustainable Development and began a Masters Degree in the area.  My unit Population, Resources and Environment morphed into Global and Regional Sustainability and my interests became more and more focussed on sustainability, albeit with an emphasis on cities (Newman and Kenworthy, 1999).  In 1992 I was made Director of ISTP and soon after we became the Institute for Sustainability and Technology Policy.  Students began to find us from across Australia and the world and we rapidly developed new sustainability teaching units (in 2005 we had 18) and a range of new research projects.

The undergraduate degree grew each year and now has around 180 students, the postgraduate coursework degree has around 200 students and we have 75 research students.  This is larger than most other sustainability units in universities anywhere.

The thinking was being done, but was it being applied?

3. The Application of Sustainability to Governments (1990s to present)

a. Federal Government

In 1992 the Rio Summit or UN World Conference on Environment and Development gathered the nations of the world together to see what they believed could be done on this new global development concept.  Australia had had an extensive process called Ecologically Sustainable Development which focussed on Federal responsibilities in energy, water, transport, industry and agriculture (Australian Government, 1991).  It also had adopted an innovative approach of giving the Australian Conservation Foundation and the WWF  $1 million to run a process of engaging civil society groups in the new sustainability thinking.

I was involved in both the government process (transport) and the ACF/WWF process.  It was a time of new hope as sustainability policies for change were developed and the Australian government provided global leadership at the Rio conference.  The ESD process has lived on in a few titles of programs like Murdoch’s Masters degree but it was quickly ended after Keating replaced Hawke as Prime Minister and then was completely buried by Howard in 1994.

The Federal Government has studiously avoided the use of the term sustainable development or sustainability since that time.  This is consistent with the US which withdrew from the Brundtland Commission on Reagan’s direction due to an anti-UN campaign.  The US and Australia have never recovered from this and do not have global leadership in this new area as evidenced by their withdrawal from the Kyoto Treaty on climate change.  Leadership on sustainability moved to Canada, Europe, Japan and to other levels of government. 

b. Local Government

At the Rio Conference, local government took up the sustainability agenda with great gusto.  The International Council of Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI) was formed and it became a major global force in facilitating sustainability through Local Agenda 21 Plans, Cities for Climate Protection (CCP) campaign and the Water Campaign.

In Western Australia local government has been one of the most active in sustainability initiatives anywhere in the world.  Every local authority in the Perth Metropolitan area has been part of the CCP campaign.

Murdoch has been closely involved in this process with teaching and research on how local authorities can be leaders in sustainability.  For a number of years CCP was managed out of ISTP.  Local governments tended to look to Murdoch for their guidance on these plans, for graduates to employ and a number of on-going partnerships have been formed.

c. State Government

Despite being an obvious candidate for involvement in sustainability, the Australian states have lagged behind the early Federal Government innovation and the continuing local government involvement in this policy issue.  States manage land and cities, are responsible for infrastructure and utilities, yet did not focus on sustainability until the new century.

Western Australia was the leader in this process as the 2001 state election was a “green election” (fought over old growth forests) and the new Gallop ALP Government was given a mandate which included a central commitment to create a State Sustainability Strategy (Newman, 2004).

I was seconded to work with the Premier on this Strategy for two and a half years.  It was a remarkable time as there was no blueprint for such a strategy.  An intense period of seminars led to a Discussion Paper framing the issues and asking state agencies and the public to respond with their suggestions.

As there were only a few staff in the Premiers Department assigned to this task I decided on a strategy of involving ISTP students in this massive task of reassessing the whole of government through a sustainability lens. Over 50 postgraduates and undergraduates (as well as several staff) became closely involved with desk space and security clearances.

It was the most creative experience of my career. The students were able to comb the web looking for sustainability innovations in procurement, planning, assessment and management…every agency took on the task, some more eagerly than others, but with the Premier’s strong commitment and Ministerial engagement, the submissions were enough to generate a Strategy (WA Government, 2003).  Perhaps of greatest significance were the Case Studies which students did on local innovations in industry, community and government.  These were able to demonstrate where sustainability gains were already being made.  The resulting website of Background Papers and Case Studies became a hub of interest with over 8000 hits a day – one third of them from the US (www.sustainability.dpc.wa.gov.au).

The draft State Sustainability Strategy (SSS) - “Focus on the Future” - was launched in 2002 after the Premier had held a special event to thank the ISTP students where 58 Certificates of Appreciation were given out.  For the students it was a deep learning experience.  Their work was marked for assignments and projects but was published on the Premier’s website and fed directly into policy.  This tends to focus the minds of students and some remarkable work was done.  What is more, the State Sustainability Strategy could not have been completed without them.

As the draft SSS was launched the world was focussing on sustainability at the 2002 Johannesburg Summit or World Conference on Sustainable Development.  Designed to be a presentation of what the world had achieved since Rio, it was the launching point for a new organisation of states from across the world – the Network of Regional Governments for Sustainable Development (nrg4sd).  WA was made the founding co-Chair and the new SSS was presented as the world’s first state sustainability strategy.

The following year was an intense time of completing the Strategy.  It was completely re-written by each agency after considerable public input (I gave over 300 public speeches in the year).  In order to launch the Strategy (and assist with finalising a set of policies covering 42 areas of government with 330 action items) a conference of nrg4sd was arranged for September 2003.  State Premiers and politicians were brought to Fremantle along with 600 public attendees and in three days of intense parallel presentations over 100 papers were given.  ISTP staff and students were responsible for over 30 of these papers.

The Premier launched the State Sustainability Strategy (“Hope for the Future” – WA Government, 2003) commenting on the unique partnership between government and university that had helped to create it (Newman, 2005).

This is an on-going process now through my role as Chair of the WA Sustainability Roundtable (which has to guide the implementation and review of the SSS) and my new role as a NSW Sustainability Commissioner.

With all this activity in government the question then arises as to whether or not sustainability is occurring throughout the economy?

4. The New Sustainability Professional (mid 2000s….)
After 30 years of training people in sustainability at Murdoch it is worthwhile considering whether there has been the development of a sustainability profession.

The first phase of employment for Murdoch graduates in Environmental Science and Population and World Resources was mostly as environmental professionals.  Growing applications of environmental decision-making within government and industry occurred from the late 1970s as the Environmental Protection Act required every new development to be assessed formally in terms of environmental impact.  More human and socially-oriented outlets for PWR graduates were in town planning and broader public service.

The second phase - where sustainability professionals began being employed - was in local government.  The Local Agenda 21, CCP and general orientation of local government to sustainability began attracting our graduates to this new area.  At ICLEI meetings the 100 or so in attendance were primarily from ISTP.

The third phase has just begun and is in reality the main professional application of sustainability as it invariably uses the term for the first time in the job titles.  This has come about because the State Sustainability Strategy lays the framework for sustainability in government and business.  It requires state agencies to produce Sustainability Agency Plans and in major companies sustainability assessment and reporting has become a growing area of interest and responsibility (Pope et al, 2004).

The evidence for the growing sustainability profession has been the formation of the Sustainability Practitioners Association in WA (www.sustainabilitypractitionersassociation.org.au).  This group has as its slogan “Making a living out of making a difference”.  The body is incorporated and has 150 members.  At its launch by the Governor in 2005 the statement was made that sustainability is a special word in WA and the development of this new profession was highly significant for the future of the State (see SPA website above).

Murdoch graduates (mostly from ISTP) are major contributors to the SPA. They are on the committee and they are a dominant part of the membership. Some wonder about this link but it has a considerable history.
Conclusion

The sustainability professional has arrived in WA after a journey of thinking and creative application of the idea of sustainability over 30 years.  The process is well underway in other Australian states but no similar organisation as SPA exists elsewhere.  They will form in other places but the leadership in WA would appear to be related at least in part to the on-going role that Murdoch University has played in that journey. 
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