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Synopsis

On March 2005 the UN Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, conducted by 1360 experts in 95 nations, was launched. Its report states that ‘Human activity is putting such a strain on the natural functions of Earth that the ability of the planet’s ecosystems to sustain future generations can no longer be taken for granted.’ There is no longer any scientific doubt that close to two thirds of the world’s ecosystems are in serious decline. The UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, said the study shows ‘how human activities are causing environmental damage on a massive scale throughout the world, and how the very basis for life on earth is declining at an alarming rate’. Pulitzer Prize winning author Jared Diamond’s new bestselling book, Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Survive, argues that we have only 50 years left in which turn this around.

Fortunately, a new book from Australia with over 30 peak bodies and organisations with numerous international experts and mentors has emerged with the good news that we currently have most of the technologies we need to solve these problems - and in many cases at a profit. This book, The Natural Advantage of Nations: Business Opportunities, Innovation & Governance in the 21st Century, is the comprehensive solutions-orientated synthesis for which many have been waiting. 
Globally Applicable Australian Content
This book consciously seeks to value-add to current initiatives. In the realm of government for example, the book features a whole section on the challenge of achieving Sustainable Cities. The Australian Federal Government’s inquiry into sustainable cities that began on 8 August, 2003 achieved a significant response from the Australian public. The book features the Department of Industry Tourism and Resources’ Energy Efficiency Best Practice program as an example of the proven examples of practical, profitable and sustainable solutions available now. The book brings together a number of studies of these types of programs to clearly demonstrate that, with the right policy balance phased in over time, shifting to an ecologically sustainable economy can actually lower costs. Topical to the current focus on water issues, the book devotes a chapter to raise awareness about the National Water Initiative - a $2 Billion initiative of the Federal Government and the State Governments of Australia. 

The Natural Advantage of Nations shows that this new form of development - sustainable development - is far from being in conflict with economic goals and actually builds on the traditional central goal of economics that seeks to improve the wellbeing of all. The book is in general accord with the Australian Treasury Department’s new well being framework. Sustainable Development simply seeks to improve wellbeing while also seeking to ensure non-declining wellbeing for future generations. The book is also in alignment with the goals of the Federal Government’s Environment Industry Action Agenda that is seeking to quadruple Australia’s exports in this field. Many chapters mention work by and are directly related to, CSIRO’s Flagship programs. 

The authors of this book have also been co-authors of the Focus Publication “Australia Worldwide, Solutions for a Sustainable Future”, a glossy book for Australian embassies and trade missions globally to promote Australian eco-innovation overseas. 

Central Messages
The central message of The Natural Advantage of Nations is that it is possible for economies to achieve high economic and job growth rates while dramatically reducing their negative impacts on the environment. The book shows that significant decoupling of economic growth with negative environmental load on the planet is possible, focusing on how best to achieve this decoupling. Integrating a vast array of literature, it demonstrates that, far from harming economic growth and jobs, the smart application of sustainable development can yield higher economic prosperity for all economies. As a State Government example, the Victorian Government recently launched its sustainability framework stating that “Victorians must make environmental sustainability a fundamental consideration in everything we do if we are to maximise future economic growth, maintain our quality of life and protect our unique environment.” 

The book also shows how wise strategies for sustainable development can improve business competitiveness. Smart companies are already making this shift to sustainability, knowing that if they don’t they will be left behind. The recent global survey by the Innovest Group shows that in sector after sector, companies that have good environmental leadership are financially outperforming companies who have poor environmental performance. These leading companies know the next big wave of innovation will be working out how we can run our economies in harmony with nature, rather than being ‘at war’ with it. 

The future belongs to those businesses who play a proactive role in devising ways in which we can meet our commercial needs and sustain the world we live in.

Richard Pratt, CEO, Visy Industries, 

The largest private recycling company in the world.

This book shows that there are numerous often unforseen benefits for business, government and society to restore the balance and achieve sustainable development. What is reassuring, is that this is no longer a walk into unknown territory; rather, as this book demonstrates, in many cases the solutions already exist and are being implemented by companies, governments, civil society groups, churches, trade unions, universities, schools and professional bodies around the world. So, if we are willing to learn from the best around the world and apply it to our own context, many of the answers are already there. All we need is a unifying sense of urgency and the will to change. There are now significant national and global networks within many sectors throughout the whole of society that are working on these challenges with a formal commitment to achieving sustainable development. Hence, this book is a collection of possible ways to address the systemic problems we will face in the coming century. It provides demonstrably relevant and successful solutions, already being applied, of which its co-authors have first hand experience. These are people who are working at the coal face (or should we say solar face) of change, having been either a part of these processes of reform within significant institutions or advisors to them

The Book’s Audience
The Natural Advantage of Nations is being widely seen as one of the successors to the paradigm-shattering and internationally bestselling book Natural Capitalism (freely downloadable from www.natcap.org). Michael Fairbanks has described the book as the ‘ultimate integration’ of Natural Capitalism with the theories of competitive advantage. The books’ publishers Earthscan/James&James have stated that in conjunction with the companion web site, ‘The Natural Advantage of Nations is the most comprehensive and authoritative guide to how to truly create a sustainable economy’. 

Reviewers have commented that this book and companion web site will be one of the key sustainable development resources for the next decade. This is timely given that the UN has recently launched the Decade of Education in Sustainable Development from 2005-2015. The book is designed to be self-explanatory and user-friendly, and has a comprehensive table of contents, index, notes and reference list. While written clearly for the layperson, it is also academically extremely rigorous with over 1500 notes and references. In addition, there are over 400 freely downloadable references on the book's companion web site (www.thenaturaladvantage.info). 

A Collaborative Effort

The most heartening aspect of this book is that it was produced in conjunction with, over 30 contributors and over 70 significant organisations worldwide all whom have come together to cooperatively solve these problems. These include significant organisations such as the World Federation of Engineering Organisations’ ComTech, which represents over 7 million engineers globally. This critical mass of organisations represented in this book is the best sign yet of a growing critical mass of both understanding and real commitment to restoring the balance and achieving sustainable development before it is too late. The Natural Advantage of Nations has been developed as a initiative of The Natural Edge Project (TNEP) (www.naturaledgeproject.net). TNEP is driven by a growing number of active and dynamic young professionals and researchers committed to working towards meeting the major challenges of the 21st Century. The team receives mentoring from a range of professionals, public servants, business leaders and academics internationally. It is supported by partnerships with a range of groups, bodies, companies, government agencies and institutions and operates on a not-for-profit model with donations, sponsorship, royalties and revenue from the book being invested in further projects and initiatives. The Natural Edge Project is formally hosted in-kind by Engineers Australia - Australia’s peak engineering body with over 80,000 members. 

To ensure that the book achieved the highest possible standard, the project was undertaken with many significant co-authors, national and international bodies including many world-respected academics as listed on the project website (www.thenaturaladvantage.info). It is for all these reasons that Time Magazine Hero of the Planet Hunter Lovins stated in her forward to the book that: ‘Young people ask me what makes me hopeful? Many things make me hopeful, but the best answer, just now, is this book: The Natural Advantage of Nations. The team of young engineers, scientists and policy makers who bring this to you are representative of the young people who are the future not only of Australia, but also the world. It is particularly pleasing that this book has emerged not from the United States or Europe, but from a southern nation. The numerous examples given here of profitable ways to improve the environment, human wellbeing and the bottom line come not from the familiar poster children of the sustainability movement, but from communities across Australia and Asia. It proves a belief that has grown in me for several years that while the tipping point of environmental devastation may be frighteningly close, the people with the commitment to implement the solutions, that we already know can solve the problems, are also at hand.’ 

Key points and highlights of the book

i. The Natural Advantage of Nations provides the first significant response from Australia to international bestsellers and seminal books such as Factor 4: Doubling Your Wealth and Halving Your Resource Usage, and Natural Capitalism: The Next Industrial Revolution. It has been well received and supported by many of the co-authors of these books as shown by the fact that many of them have written Forewords and contributed content and review. 

ii. As stated above, this new book has been done in conjunction with over 70 peak bodies and organisations (30 from Australia) who offered peer review and other support.
 If these peak bodies are added to those involved with the two previous collaborative sustainability publications in Australia, namely ACF’s “Natural Advantage: Blueprint for A Sustainable Australia” and the Australian Collaboration’s “A Just and Sustainable Australia”, there are now over 45 significant peak bodies and organisations in Australia committed to sustainable development. We hope that once this is understood it will take the perceived political risk out of committing to and seeking to achieve sustainable development in Australia. 

iii. The book features testimonials, exciting new case studies never reported before because the book was done with so many organisations. Hence the book has ‘the scoop’ for many stories never told before. 
iv. For instance, in Chapter 16 Alan Atkinson, author of Believing Cassandra, writes on the Indian’s award winning work for the International Sustainable Cities Competition — which won one of three Special Jury Awards (the overall winner being Vancouver, Canada). The 3 year project required each national team to investigate and cost all aspects of the “Sustainability Transition” for a particular city. The Indian effort for the region of Goa amazingly found that such a sustainability transition was economically viable and achievable over just 30 years. 

v. This book puts the paradigm of Natural Capitalism, sustainability, or sustainable development (whatever you wish to call it) on a rock-solid economic foundation. The book, through incorporating the latest in economics, shows, for the first time, that there does not have to be conflict between the goals and practice of economics and business practice and the drive to achieve an ecologically sustainable economy. (See Chapters 1,4,7,9,12) 

vi. The book provides a walk through the big debates of our time such as what form of globalisation do we want, do we want a race to the top or a race to the bottom? (Chapter 5). 

vii. The book shows that because there are both significant resource productivity opportunities for businesses and a new wave of eco-innovations, the opportunity to capitalise on these will drive of innovation this century (Chapter 1,7,13). This is highly relevant for Australia’s Backing Australia’s Ability Program. 

viii. The book shows how national systems of innovations are already being adapted to meet the dual challenge of achieving sustainable development and increasing competitiveness to ensure that nations and their firms do not miss this next wave of innovation (Chapter 13). This chapter was written by Dr Paul Weaver, lead co-author and editor of the groundbreaking book Sustainable Technology Development. Paul has written a chapter for this book on the stunning work by the Netherlands Government’s 5 year sustainable technology development program from which other countries are already adopting the methodologies developed by the Netherlands team. 

ix. The drive to capitalise on these opportunities and achieve sustainable development is bringing forth many innovations in business. The book provides an overview of key developments which even include changes in the field of accounting (Chapter 9). The chapter co-author by Dr Chika Saka and Dr Roger Burritt et al on the emerging consensus on the best Environmental Management Accounting (EMA) Framework is a highlight. Roger Burritt et al’s paper ‘Towards a Comprehensive Framework for Environmental Management Accounting – Links between business actors and environmental management accounting tools’ from which this chapter comes has won international awards. It has been recently published as the recommended guidelines for environmental management accounting by the International Accountancy Standards Board.  

x. The book shows that wisely applied a strategy of sustainable development can significantly help businesses to achieve lasting competitive advantage (Chapter  6).  CEO’s from companies like Close the Loop, Interface Asia Pacific, and the Bendigo Bank share their experiences. 

xi. The book also shows that there are significant macroeconomic benefits of a transition to a sustainable economy (Chapter 19). Such a transition need not harm economic growth; in fact it could help it. Associate Professor Jeff Kenworthy et al summarise the results of the largest ever international study of urban planning and transportation systems comparing 100 cities from developed and developing countries. They found in this study that “It had long been believed that building roads was good for the economy of cities while public transport is a financial drain. Work by Kenworthy et al from Murdoch University has turned this way of thinking on its head, finding that cities which emphasize walking, cycling and public transport are healthier financially and spend less of their wealth on transport costs than those that invest in more freeways. 

xii. The book shows that there are significant benefits for government in being more proactive on Sustainable Development. The book has chapters from leaders in Government achieving outcomes of world importance in government institutions. Some of these highlights include the Chapter by Professor Peter Newman, Director of and lead author on the Western Australian “State Sustainability Strategy” (Chapter 14). This has been adopted by the UN as a model. In the first 3 days of going online 17,000 copies were downloaded including 35% from people in the USA. 
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