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" REINVENTING THE WORLD

o more fikers: () Does everyone have cough? and () Ace we s sy
obvious dange of desraying ourcves? Considerin th sy of o
crcutons would ulimately elisinate technologies such s muclear
weapons, and would make us fa more castious about what we do ‘o
dhe DNA of the lfeforms tha surcound us. The burden of proof
‘would not be on sociey s it ofir is now, o demorstrat that & new
echnology s o sae, wsually afcs it has been reessd 0 the four
‘winds. Instead, i would be up o the produces to eablish o th best
of current knowledge, that it i sfe. Food crops with so-caled "ermi-
nstor genes,” which prevent genetically engincered plants from repro-
dacing (not a aic e would wane wikl plants o “catch), would srely

‘ot make the cut.
Those aze the absolutes; now come the qualifiers. “No Growti”

docsat actuallymean no Growth. There would ceraily be fluctuations
up and down. (For example, some European nations have, today;
achicved slow or even negerive population growth rates, and e begin-
ning to consider ways of modestly nudging growsh up again.) There

could also be purposefil and harmless expansions, made posible by
~new technology: But socicty “would use material growth as 3 considered

tool, not & perperual mandate.” A the same time, Development—
qualitasive improvement in humanity’s technologics, way of lfe, pat-
tems of govemance, cconomic systems, Creative expression,
you-name-it—would bloom. (Indeed, 1 argue in the final chapter that
it smuse bloom, in a rather accelerated and profitable fashion, for col-
Iapse to be avoided.)

And remember, we are not talking here about 2 dull, earnest,
smelancholy, hairshirc kind of existence, where cveryone wears identical
tnics and gives thanks for theic daily servings of gruel, content with
dhe knowiedg that Nature bas been protected and the Collecive equi-
ably served. A sustainable World, properly understood, is not only an

sbundant World: it is a wildly diverse and fiscinating World. This is a
‘World spilling oves with opporcunities for personal advancement, busi-
ness development, creacive expression, esploration of the unknown.
Sustainability is beautiful and reasonable and vmﬁublnvlll at u::i

The Futare in o Werd

every culeural vaiston, ke possible the bighest aspcations of indi

vidual human beings. Suscainabily tself s noc Utopia, but sometb

" 2
much more ralstic and more inteesting i is the process of tying 10
approach Utopia from  thousand different direcions.
‘Obviously, at this ot in history, e in out industial socieies
comes anywhere ness the brillance of ruc sustinabilicy. But there are .
cxamples to which we can poins, straegies 1 pursue, visions 10 €n.
courage. 1¢s hard to visuslize 3 sustainable sociery becante, 2 the i
Ghors of Beyond she Limis sdmit, it could hardly be more different
from the one in which most peaple now live.” The “collective baman
imagination,” they acknowledge, is o suongly imprinted with the
+yeat bistory of human poverey, followed by the relatively sud

mill
e of the

den splendor of our recent, rapid expansion. Despit
‘crowd we have alieady become, we are sill responding o what Bl

Caneut called “the desice to be MoRE.”
We can deam of 1 World whete Growah is 1o longer necessary,

where a new conception of Development has reinvented al ous system
in ways that aze beautiful, intelligent, and envisonmentally benign. Tt
may be hard to describe this dream in derail. But when someone has
made a tahgible step in the ditection of sustainability, we. recogize it
when we sec it

ava

San Dicgo, California
February 1999

For what may be nearing the hundredsh time, I am doing a presentasion on

indicatos of sustainability. Liele did T know, when I Lid out the agendas

for the third meeting of Sustainable Seattle back in 1991, that my volunteer

passion would take me around the World and. become part of my career
My bizarre passion for indicators, I now realize, was born out o

reading The Limits to Growth many years earlier. How can society chang

course if its not getting the right feedback? We need

progres, 10 compete for our asiention with she Dow Jores Indus

‘ege and the Grous Domessc Produce, W mood s cvt Nauret
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nals faster, and likewise the signals from our own children, our own sreet.
Apparently a lot of other people share that belief, because I've been asked to
give this presentation all over the World.

This one is helping to kick off the latest grandchild of Sustainable
Seattle, a project spomsored by the San Diego Nasural History Museum. Tin
ot bored; for me, this is a performance. I throw in jokes, I surprise the
crowd with songs, L pretend I  talk-show host—and somehow manage o
maintain my profile as an expert talking abous data, measuremens, and
public accounsabilicy I explain that the process of creaing indicators s al-
most more important than the indicators themselves, becase of the way the
process brings people together and. changes thir percptions. Consuleing to
srowps like shs s a living, as theysay:but itk s @ lo mareshan tha.

For one shing, doing shis work brings me 1o places lke his amasing.
building, beadguariers for San Diego’s Environmental Services Diision.
16 etrfi, whicl means tha s ot a new building but rebuls from the
inside. It stase-of the-art sustainability. I had no idea the U.S. main-
siream had come this fur alomg, this .

It working th crowd on a bandsome carpe made fom reyled sfi-
drink bosles. In  creative new arrangemens, the city doen's acsually oun
he carpe, bus lowses i, from & company calld Insefcs. Incerfce, instad
of seling i cutomers physical carpe, provides he srvice o carpeing’
W ben pces wear out nserfcereplaes hem. The ity sves moncy and the
vompany urns thewied maerals bk nso new carps s & profit.

T sdows elecric lght, beasing, and air codisioning have all
Seen reduigned o be so eficiens et the building spends oo i e o1
electricity than an idensical building right nest door. In fuc, duing owr
meeting this afierndon, the Direcior received an “Energy Sw"thg« in
she mail from the ULS. Department Energy, thevery first building in she
country to win that certification.

Z@mmwpwmwtyﬂllwmﬂiﬂcw

M_a;»rmixm,samwdfmﬂhiyz
formerlysomeshing el cve she dividers i uri

et B ck are seeral bids

. s “ncluding my persoml fvorit, & worm bin. The

The Future in « Word -

onooledge hat e red worms aeeating the scaps from tds lnch v
e e i s i ng ~

1 imagine cvery bilding in America being redone ke his e, and
bete: great eshetcs,energy from solar modlesomshe o, doer-to-door
serviceon a bydogen-fucled masr-transi e ... 1 imagine gree worm
vanches, bilions of worms, compoting all e uncaten sandiche in San
Diego

ava

Sustainabilt is a decepively simple word for an extremely complex
idea. Complxity o those who have trouble understanding or sccept
inga new conceps, often gets mistake for vagueness. But sustainabilicy
s anything but vague. It s ust very challengiog, because it s such 2 ad
ically new way ofthinking, Sustainabilicy weaps cconomics, ecology, so-
cil and personal well-being together in one package. I ties the package
up with system dynamics, and mails the whole thing decades o cven
centuries into the future. No wonder it had a hard time making it ©
Main Strcec.

But the complexity—and the polysyllabic extravagance—of the
term “sushainability” does not mean that the word should be aban-
doned. Tt may take longes, but evenrually, his idea will atch on. Fis-
tory is full of examples of new and. complex ideas overturning the old
ordes, often agaiast seemingy long odds. An cxample is democracy. To-
day, most people throughout the World ake it as a given that govern-
‘ments should be clected by the people. But this s a farly recentidea,
and not a simple one (por i the word particularly beaudfu). Before 2
rudimentary form of democrtic govemment twok hold in the late
£700s in the newly formed United States—inspired, i prt, by the -
ient Greeks and the Iroquois confederacy of nations —democracy was
a0t exactly a houschold word. Nor was this form of social organizaton
‘widely undesstood,sccepted, or praciced. Consider th folloving the
quote are in the vice ofan imaginay courte in the srice of King

George Il

s
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PERCEPTIONS OF DEMOCRACY

Democracy woas seen s lot o the ancient world. “Only he an-
cient Greeks could do democracy, and then not oo wel:dorc or-
e they kept saves, imprisoned their women inside the hoe,
and forced Socrates to drink hemlock. Plato ealled it ‘charrming
but full of variey and disordes. You want thar” (Appaseadly, we
do)

Democracy was seen s an wnattainable ideal. e ight be a
ble and Utopian sentiment to believe in representative govern-
ment, but as far as che real world of politics is concencd,

democracy s fo dreamers” (Ecacly)
Democracy s considered o0 complicated. "V s0 msch siplec
o have the mandate of heaven resting with one person, and royal
succesion saves us the trouble of having o choose 3 nev leader
every time the old one dies. Besides, how would iportn deci-
sions get made’” (More deliberatvely)
Democracy s considered. unsworkable in practice. Voting! By
the people, aka, ‘the rabble’? You must be kidding. There would be.
fraud, election-rigging, vote-buying, threats and intimidations,
you name it” (Ofien true, but it hast stopped democracy from
working.)
Democracy had strong and powerfiul ineres groups allied againe
it “Ifyou attempt to revolt and install your precious ‘democracy’,
we will rush you.” (Nice y)
Democracy grew out of the efforts of small groups of social ac-
sivits, “All this nonsense seems to have gotten started widh the
publication of & few pamphles. People seem to be gathering
small groups simply t talk about the idea. What foolshness;
where could that possibly lead?” (To transformation.)

REINVENTING THE WORLD

But susainability also gets attacked from its lefgreen f

Jank 25

The Future in « Word

Today’s exampls of demoeracy ar fa from pesfect. Consideing the
urrent stae of the art in the United Statss, couatry of democacys

modern-day rebir, ch proces ofslf governiment is beset with prob

ems and deserving of criiism. B
today's democracy is not 3 mirsculous advance over the oy
monarchy of yesterday. Moreover, democracy in Amesica has stea
improved over tme, from the oiginal o white male propesty owner,
‘one voe” (1o combination with extremely corrupt voting pracices)
“one person, one vote. It i sometimes 3 wild and wacky way 1o run
nation—Wiaston Churchill apparenly called it “the wors formm of
government, excepe for all the other”—bur democracy has cearly
proven it caly ciics wrong,

Now, repeat the abave exchange in youe own mind, seplacing the
word "democracy” with rctsinabiliy. Make the skeprical voice tha of
 hasdline,free-market cconomist employed by a mjor il compa
the rough equivalent of yesterday's oyal courtier—and rewtite the quo

e what 1 mean? As Yogi Berra said, “Is d4id vu ll

fewin the U.S. would argue that

tasions accordingly

over again.”
Just a ic has aken some time to work the kinks out of desmocracy

(und that kfort is far from finished), sustainability will hardly be per-
feced, or even perfecly understood, any time soon. This new way of
perceiving oursclve, socilly s well as politically and economically,
faces continuing uphill bates against the forces of inextia, greed, and
simple ignorance. Most of the resistance comes, of course, from the
mainstream powee elite, defenders of the starus qua, the sl avowed
movers and shalkers who actually do not want the World to move of to
shake, because that might be threatening to their position in society. In
the example of the award-winning San Diego city building cited above,
the ity Council apparently fought against the plan every step of the.
‘way—and has yet o acknowledge this extraordinary instance of inseli-
gent, money-saving design right there on its own home tur. (If chese
city councillors were truly gified politicians, they would be taking
* credi for the building by now)
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But sustainability also gets attacked from its lefu/green flank as
well. In an aticle called “Buzzlss Buzaword,” no les an environmen-
alistdhan Bill McKibben, esteemed author of The End of Nature, pro-
nounced the word “doomed” because “it does not refer 1o anyching
familiac” He proposed that i be replaced with “maturity,” to link it to
the cessation of physical growth—and the presumed advent of wisdom
and restraine—tha we associate with adulthood. Alas, in our youth-cb-
sessed, pizzazz-driven culture, the prospects for galvanizing a transfor-
mative social movement around the word ‘maturity” secm even more
daunting.

As a name for the future of our dreams, sustainability may be ‘the
worst word, except for al the others” Like democracy, sustinbility
as been rudely used and abused; remember that Commuist Est Ger-
many called itself the “German Democratic Republic” But if pervesse
misappropriations of idealsic terms are indicators of ther symbolic
>powes, sustainability is on the upswiog.

‘Synonyas for “susinable” in my compute’s thesaurus include
livable, bearable, passabl, rolerable, and suffersble. These are no candi-
dates for  eplacement i thac bunch, nor ase these any credible con-
tenders on the horizon. So it i fa wo éarly to sbandon the word, and
s slso too lae: “suscainability” (o its even-less-elegant cousin, “sus-
ainable developracnt”) has long since become the global signifir of
record, the brass nameplace upon hundreds of doors, agreements, com-
o ions, and initatives at every leve,from the Uniced Nations © the
village green. We might as well get used t© it

e all, s many wrters have noted, we are “doomed o achicve
Mnum}mmﬁmuwm&lndn{mmh«mdimm»
e, by choiceor by Natur’sdecive hand. I far more desisble to
.mubymudmlmmdyinsiwhmnxhimww
wawinwmﬁvmhﬁwaw:
o Siueation  ense hatcvryone undersands whatsusainabil-
iymnymmupedzﬂyrhmlnlndal‘ﬂppoﬂﬂw,mdulmr
nipﬂh‘h&lmdﬂmﬁnﬁdﬂxmdﬂ&hmﬂd
.pdm&mumsulmhxmbmhmm.mxmér—

Fainfx County, Virgnia
Fall 393

I setling into my seat for the opening of a national conference on -
Lainable communities,” Vice-Presidens Gore has already canceled, and I
ecognice fu 109 many of e people here—always & bad sign, when yore
eping t expand. movemens. B the surous s prey ood, and & er-
tain busyans hopefulness hangsin the air.

The weleoming remarks are offred by the president of  ocal uni-
verit. Hes appy t se¢ s, and reporsshas be has long been & champion
of ‘community satainabilcy.” He proceeds o sell an ilusrasive stry

"I he mid-1980s, be was deeply involved i economic development
Jorthe local county, "W ovrbuil,” b confoses. Thecourty wasin astte
of Tpegrouth, " and. 10 bonds were paved. and roudswere consirctel
o malls were erected ta servie the new suburban developments. Alas,
‘e vesdentsdid ot appear, leaving the counsy with enormous financial
problems.

We oter lsson, " b assures ws. I purse my lips and nod my
head, waiting for the punchline. But it not quite whet I expect

“Then, lst year, the Disney Corporation annownced that they were
planning o build their new shere park bere in Feifex County, which
heyplan to call Dimeys America.” The new park s upposed o celebrate
American bstory, and draw millions of souiss ousof Washington. D.C.
agethr wth new residens, businses, and jobs. This b expecs, will
lue the countys financial problems, and.wir them into & new ere of
“ustainable hypergroweh.”

‘e wishes us el and akes bisleav, and the stunned croud poliely
applands im on the way out.

‘Postscript: The theme park was cvenually quashed by pablic owiry
mmmwdmﬁk*mw“f.mwmw
wonld amownt 10 a “descenason” of the nearby Civil War batdlefield

AvA
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simplicity” have set an important and paradigm-busting exam-
ple: they prove that you don't have to enter the rar race to be
happy; that you have more control over your financial lie than
you realize; and that its possible to live more suscainably right
‘now, withou waiting for society and technology to catch up to
you. They also sct a moral example, because while sustainability
may be the profitable choice, i is also the right choice.

But voluntary simplicity is nor everyone's cup of herbal tea,
and some people take genine pleasure—as opposed. t the un-
genuine kind, induced by the ubiquitous mind-control devices
known as “ads"—in shopping. Embracing sustainabiliy does not
tequire a vow of paverty; or  promise to shop only in second-hand
stores. IF everyone did thar, it would be hard to find really great
stuff at really low prices. Nor does sustainability require adherence
10 a creed: “T believe in the coming overshoot and collapse ..

Sustainabiliy is the most practical choice for solving some
rather disquieting problems. It is also very adaptable. Embrace it
in whatever way works for you: as  lifestyle choice, as a business
opportunity; or cven, if you like, as a religious commitment.
That's what freedom of religion is all about.

5. Sustainabiliy is not the end of istory. Even sustainabiliy i the
real World, is ot forever. Nor is i the final word. Success at sus-
rzimhiliryhdlmmmd:ulimmnﬂzﬁmbmmmnlnnﬁr—
‘mation. Learning how to manage the World in 2 more clegant and
intelligent way s mercly the next step on the evolutonary ladder for
sentient species like us, who have overrun their respective plancrs.
Similar sitvations might be as common as dandelions on planets
throughout the known (and unknown) universe.

We have no idea what phase in the evolution of conscious organ-
stms comes after sustainabilicy. But it would cerainly be nice to give
our descendants a chance t find out.
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Hiaving sndl gres el abous what suinabilsy i, et s consider
what i i ot

FIVE GLARIFYING DECLARATIONS OF SUSTAINABILITY

1. Susnainability i not envirommentalisn. While the formes orig-
inall grew out of the e, “sustainabiliy” and “environmental-
isn® are now very different causes. Many environmentalsts
distrust the word sustainable,” while practitioners of susainabil-

ity (myself included) somedimes distance themsclves from the
eavironmentalist Iabel—noc because they dosit support grec.
cases, bue because acivism to protect Nature from che ravages of
the cconomy is different from working t© redesign the cconomy
iself. We continue o nced a strong (in fac a stronger) environ-
‘mentalism, steing boundaries and protecting socicey from some
peoples unformunate tendency 1o y to get away wich proficeriog
 Nacutes and societ’s expense. But for environmentalismis "No”
2o be effeceive, there must also be sustainability’s “Yes.” Eaviron
mentalism may have given birth to susainability, but now the ofi-
spring nceds to be fice to grow and mature, depating xc dmes
from some of environmentalisms more strident precepts.

or

2. Sussainability i mot business-as-usual, To call something “sus-
fainable” docs not make it so. Lec us be clear: achieving sustain-
abilty sequires nothing less than 3 massive reorientation of the

global cconomy and miuch ofsociety as well Oves the next fifiy 0
e hundred years, that means redesigning and rebuilding viru-
ally everything; cites, transportation systes, cars, power plants
engines of all kinds, materials, educatonal curricul, pactens of
work and leisute, consumer expectations, and especially our sys-
tems for handiing wase. (f not “Worm bins everywhere!’, thea
something just s good.) This is businessas-very-unusual, and
Looked at corsecty; this is also the biggest business opportunity
since the invention of money. “This is “unplanned obsolescence”
on 2 global scale: i viewally everything needs o be replaced, re-

The Future in « Ward

paired, reeofctd, or redesigned, that should translae 10 millions
o new jobs and billions in potendal profis (and. wldmately
planned non-obsolescence).

. Susainabilty is nos ageint economic growth. Au <
Rerrmbes, scoromi growh i messuted in meney (ia the GDP).
Growth i momey s ot the problems the problem is Growdh

measused in nusabers o people consumin nceasing amovnts of

o A orld that s very busy recaprasing maseral out of the

e saeam,teplcing and recycling s cars nco beausifl bydro-

o powered “Hypescars,” serofin s buildings with the lasest

Pl and technologis, and contimuing t generate more and

o ccomomic value by seling information, wisdom, 3. expers-

e acher than ever increasing piles of s —chat World will be

aking money hand oves s, Its GDP will go through the roof,

i for mach better teasons than by spending moocy on the
ieancup of il pil, o on rebuilding afes loods, burricancs, and

s climate-changs induced disasters (all of which, perversel.

currgaly make the econommy look good).

This 1 the magic of “Development without Growdh.”
which is smilar to what the Dutch call “decoupling” (curting the
Tnk between  rising GDP and tising pollution levels). Once you
\unchain the cconomy from the shackles of “Growth by con-
sumption and pollution,” and set it to work on “Development by
Jeatning, improving, rebuilding,” only the sky is the limit—and
probably not even that, for long. (Flashforward o the future:
“Scientists from Moon Colony today released a controversial new
seport called “The Limits to Lunar Growdh' .. ")

4, Sustainability is neither  religion nor an ideology. Thank the
World's various deities for the people who live simply and culti-
yate non-consumerist liestyles. Most of chem, of cousse, ae in
Third World villages; theic simplicity is not by choice. But those
in the industrialized part of the World who embrace “voluntary
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Dare 10 be naive.
sTEr FuLier

§K¥p 1NTO THE OPENING
pages of 1972 The Limits 0310 that was destined for both
1 the word had been used,

Given the word's ungainli-
b or euphonious charm, we
{4 stage in a global movement,
use had been in the fields
ibply to the whole World. As
d enemies in government,
il! movement, the press, the
ifiis was the best indicator of
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bl g 0l ppe Someo ey
don it as meaningless; some ==

< consulting . Despite
s both scentific and s
hiding 2

T e e o
0gh (0  rligion. And sill the wordlabored o, n s clamy b
ey ey g s thepii ol poi o g v
commisions, thesrategi fulerum foe ge corporations, h long e
ot oF cavironmentl groups, an he dealise vion of s and
small sl s inyvllges ddicced 0 demnuing e wor
. Al ofthis tanspived over early divy yeas, whie he public wae
practicaly oblivious t the quiet revolution forming undet s fct and.
the plans for 3 ncw World constelatng around this word in # rowing
neowork of design schools,tesearch lbs,policy institutes,boscd rooms,
& sovermment agencies,city hals, retrat centers, and humble vegetble
gardens. The word itself, nocwithstanding the valiant rcemprs of many
authors and organizations and even public relcions profesionals
‘make it pt of the common lecicon, refused to ttract much atention
and remained toall, and modesty inconspicuous.

The word is: “sustinable.”

In The Limits to Growth, the word “sustainable” s introduced in
the middie of another much-overlooked passage,  paragraph hat could
be called, *Conclusion Number 2.” Conclusion Number « spelled out
the problem of humanity’ runaway exponential growsh, which had cre-
ated the very real possibility of overshoot and collapse, 3 ealization to

which the authors had reluctantly come afier two years studying 2
giobal computer model. That was the bad news. Conclusion .\lumbchxi
(which the authors later wished they had listed first) was somewhac
mote promising:

2. Ieis possible o aleer these growth trends and t establish a
condition of ecological and economic stability that is sus-

tainable far into the future. The stace of giobal equilibrium
could be designed so that the material necds of each pesson

The Putwre in ¢ Word

o carth s caisfed and cach peson b an el oppor
iy o tealie ie incividual hinan poeocisl

Coneluion Number 2 va esntialy ke dechrin thas Usopin was
ithin out reach. Bt when Limir s relcssd i 197, the Word e
ferrd t ignot tispromising boion, 6 attack the message i (-
akeoly) ead into Conclusion Numbe . Dooraday s ¢ hand. Thiee
ecades e, o K of Doomiday (or Doordecade) may be smes
ingp o s afcr ll, and some kind of Uropia i el very fa v
but the word *susanable plods on, gaining seam and accelerating
uphill ke “The Livde Engine That Could.™

“Susinable”from the Latn stenae (o hold ug), mea“sble
0 continue indefinitely” I playing with the computer model ko
20 World3, the authors of Limits produced scenario aftes scenaio that
was ot susuinable. Either popultion ourpaced production, produc
ion outstripped resources, ox pollution overwhelmed Nature. In any
case, cvilizrion came to & painful and grinding hale. Finding condi-
ons that were sustsinable—in the World3 computer model, but more
importanty in the el World—thus became the name of the garme

‘Sasaoability In the Workd3 model, oc *dynasic cquilibdinrd” i
systems language, was aczined only when thrce things happencd: tech-
nology drastcally improved, the population growth rate dropped. to
2610 ot les (about two children per woman), and the growth of indus.
il throughput stabilized. In other words, Growth stops, buc Devel-
‘opment goes on. The economist Herman Daly has called this condition.
a“steady sate,” but of course there's nothing mecessarily sready bout it
except the total numbers. The more important word is “dynamic™
Change condiaues to happen—radical change, in the direction of radi-
al improvement.

‘The authors of Limits were quite specific about the changes that
needed to occur to make the lines on their computer-generated charts
level off comfortably at sustainabiliy, instead of turning over and.
‘plunging downward toward chaos and destruction. They proposed a
scenario where populition started leveling off in 1975, and the ¢
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sion of indusrial capital(Factories and tachioes) stabilfzed by 1990. Tn-

dustey got 75% more cfficent in terms of throughpu, and pollution

dropped by at least the same amount. The economy moved fom more

stuffto more value, reducing the need for raw materials from the Earth

while maintsining or improving quality of life. The things people

bought were desigaed better and lasted farlonger. Agricultuce and food

distbution were greatly improved, resuling in an end to poverty.

That scenario worked in World3. But of course, it did not come
0 pass in the real World—at leas, it hairt yer. Nonetheless, sgain, The
Limits to Growth proved prescient.
Today, senior economic planners in Burope, prompred by the

‘work of leading sustainability reseatches and the examples of forward-
thinking companies, are talking about attaining “Factor Four” cficien-
cies,—the same 7% teductions in the consumption of energy and
materials proposed by Limits. (Some are even talking about “Factor
“Ten,” or 90% cfficiency gains.) A few countries and many corporations
have begun to s, and atain, goals for pollution reduction that n some
areas surpass the 75% figure used in World3. The use of wind, solas, by-
drogen fuel cell, and other clean forms of energy s on the verge of k-
ing off, o the point where even oil companies cavision them replacing
our reliance on fossl fucls. Economic growth—meaning, growth in the
dollr value of what happens in the economy—is rapidly shifing not
just o services, but to information, which s even less materal-inten-
Sive than services, Information can reduce matesial flows in other ways,
00, as industries learn how to use less and recycle more. Organic farm-
ing i now the fasest-growing segment of agriculture in the industial
ned parts of the World, and while persistent poverty and hunger are
il widespread, the goal of improviag disribution to the needies s in-
cresingly recogniaed. Tn some asca, consumer products shaw signs of
becoming much more durable—if not ditectly in tetms of their ife
spans, hen indircly by means of udlzing materalsthat are more -
cyclable. None of these changes can yet be described a5 sandard prac.
‘ice, but all have long since breached the boundary beoweea theory and
reality. These are the early signs of a new World in the making.

The Future in s Word -

Dot we e prin sheud ofounches. We e il bost 8

Seatle, Washingion
March 1901

Today i the third meeting of the group that is starting to call iself “Sus-
tainable Seatsle. " I've arrived early to arvange the chairs in a circle to place
a printed agenda carefully on cach one, and. generally to “warm up the
room"—I'n a bit obiesive that way ar a fucilitzor. It delcate proces,
forming a group, and I want cveryshing to feel exacly right.

New friends and colleagues including Richard Conlin, Vicki Robin,
aand Nea Carroll start to arrive. Richard, Nea, and I will soon become the
“Co-adminitrators” of the group, and Richard, who runs environmental
programs for the YMCA, will some years laser ges bimself clcted 10 City
Council, Vicki will co-author the best-selling book, Your Money or Your
Life. Warking together on this project will end up creating fast friendships,
newspaper headlines, and wltimazely global waves. But today, of course, we
dorét lonow by of his

Istead, wete concerned with definitions. The group that s gather-
ing around shis word “stainable” is unusual: it includes represenatives
from the Mayor’ offce, Bocing, the Audubon Society, the Chamber of
Commerce,social welfare growps, and others. Were not used to working to-
gether, and were struggling to come to consensic about what we'e actually
discussing.

1 will be a few more monshs before we find @ defiition of suitain-
ability we can alllve wish: “long-term culeural, cconamic, and environ-
mental health and.vitality™ The ey word i “long-term.” The ather three
main clements (cultr, cconamics the envirormens) will b i alphabeti
cal oder, o prevens the impresion of bias in any one direcion. The more
dymamic word vitality” will be added by the busines cascis.

And. afier about six months of debating words and concepts, rwo
changes will have occurred: one, well rust each other more, and tco, well
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Dbfnitons of “usnainsbi” abouod. In Bepind the Limi the seque 10
The Limiss 0 Groweh, the uthors provide fie difeenst snd compl.
meatary versions. The firs is both simple and suffcient. “A susainable

socicty s one that can persist oves generations.” A sociey headed or
ovrshoot aad colspee s theceore, by defnition, unsusainable. Fither
i survives,of it dossa, But 10 society persists foree,just 2 not cven
che healchiese pessorscan liv foreves. Susainabiliy i therefore an dea,
like healch. (Tnternee joke: "Heslth is merely the slowest possible at a¢
which one can dic.”) There is perfect sustainability, and then there are an
infinite number of leser states that are closer to it or farther away from
. The goal of cezy socity whether they sy e diectlyor nog is o be
as sustainable as possble. The altematives to susainability—sudden
chaos, rapid o gradual collase, or dow decay—are unattacive, bt
that haset stopped numerous defunce socities from choosing them.

So, first we acknowledge that sustainabilcy js an ideal, ke truch,

usice, freedom, demoracy, and love. We never completly resch our

ideals, biat we strive foward them—and striving wward them is what

The Patare in o Wora x
Further defnbions of mssinabiicy blp a by descibing the

conditons, qualie, and goes smoiaed wih chicing i kol
oy kL n Beyond e Limin, Mendows . company & v

<conomist Hesman Daly. who st thre rfble condivons fo ..
s - generaional sl whic | il ebovmmdat o o e

o O Yo
therwine they mun cut. (Wi i i sosods St
humnity conssceny ignores )
Condisio Tioa, 16y s g st will somedy rom o,
20 you depend on s uely for b acenivin ncding ook
Watet nd cocrgy you had eres b nvenio v of it nones
newable st o the devlopmens. of rencwable st o
someday eplace . Foss el o this catgoey. Yong befone
the il runs ous,better spend ke of that ol on building sola
panl facoric.
Candision Three. Yo canmon duimp gadbage—vherhes €5 6
cars o used chemicals—into Nature any faser than Navaee can
absor his rcfuse without going haywire. For some types of
asbage (for instance plutosium,of certin chemicals tha ac ke
hormones in the body and cause, even in small quantities, strange.
malformations of the penis and other unpleasant surprise), that

means no dumping asall.
1, in the management of your sociex, you weee to

conditions to the leteer,
hat would nor





image5.jpeg
A TR

justice, freedom, democracy, and love, We never consplrely seach our

deals, bt we sive. towird them—and stiving toward theam is what

1o ®

sociey a5 “one that is far.seein; cnough, fexible caough, and ise
enough not t undermine cither s physical o i socil sysers of up-
por” (Ialics added) With the inczoduction of foresight, ecbilicy
and wisdom, oue snse of the term hasexpanded beyond th physical o
encompass, as & tequisement forcollpsefrc iving, some of our finer
human qualiis. The additon ofsocial systerns ke nto account that
a sociery without functionin fumilies,schools, and govesmiments i nox
likely to persist aver the long term cithe, cvn if ll s powes comes
from sol encrgy syeems.

‘But thac ill leves out morality. Theoreically,you could have 0
ecologically correc, smare fr-sccing, socilly stable socey that was
alio a brutal fscist dictstorship thar contolled population by capei
ciously executing isciizens. Whie that might be “ssainable” o the
purely physical sense, it i hardly worchy of asociarion wich the ideal-
o associated widh this tem, Something more is eeded to make the
defsiton complece.

Enter the Wodd Commission on Eavironmeat sad Develop-
ment, whose 1987 book Our Comman Future included 3 defnition of
“susainabiliy” tha remins, tody, the most widely wsed and least
thoroughly understood formulation on the lane. Forpoverty to be a-
Jeviated, noted the Brundiiand Commission. (s offical nickname),
cconomic development must continue. But we mus have 2 new, non-
desructive variey, which they clled utainable development, measing
developrment that “meets the needs ofthe present without compromis-
g the abiliyof fotue genertion o mes theirown ecds *He we
{ncorporate thics. It s not enough smply t i ovrshoot and col

apae by any means necesay; e must do 10 whil eeding the poot,
csing for th sick, and meeting contemporary sandards of jusics,
‘compassion, and fair play.

Bat here also s where some perplexing opportunides for vague
ncs come in. The vaguenes gathers not around the word “susainable,”
bor around the concept of needs. What ae “the needs of the present’?
Lack of clarity on this point has ncouraged many companis, Gover-
ments and coneultants o jump on the susainablity bandveagon with-
‘ot fully considring the challngesthis eally enails. What sops vs
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that would not prevent you from organizing your society in some stu-
pid ot policclly insane way, 5o other defines of the word are carcil
to include the socil dimension. Meadows et al. decribe s sucinable

io—
o R (L e =

from caegoriing Bill Gates's mansion as 3 “need” What makes gence-
icalyengincered food & “need? Clarly to0 much toom i et fo con
fsion; we need another sorting mechanism. Beyond the Lmis offes yex
snother defniion, one tha force u toward intelleceual honesty by
rounding us i the discipline of ystern dynamics:

Fuoma sysemns poiat of view a susainable socityis one that
s i place informational, socal, and insticutional mecha
s 0 keep in check the poitve 1.,
opposed @ rend-educiog] eedback loops that cause
nentia population and capial growh. - (Capital = s
like cars, facoris, and Bill Gazess mansion.] That soeans
that birth rtes ouighly equal death rates, and investment
rtes soughly equal depreciaton raes, unless and uncl tech
oical changes and socil decsions justfy 3 consdered and
contelied change i the levels of population or capisal
e to be scially aoable the combination of pop
tion, capita,and technology in thesocicry would have o be
marecsl living standsrd s adequace
and secure fo everyone.

Thunsarianh Do ha s NN ba o the o ot o weaaa
No matter how youspinthe term, sutainabley requies hat the o
ber of people, and the quantiisofsuff hey use up and discard, cese
heic ncrease, Groweh of matrial consumprion st stop,and eventu-
ally go down, which means ourtechnologis must be redesigned o hat
ey sr valy more cfcent and do 0o damage 1o socier of the nvi-
ronment. Natur's crtcal stocks cannot be drawn down t0 210, any
ot than you can keep drving & car with o gas in . Nor can in
resing amounts of garbage flow ou from sociecy Foreve. And we need
Some way of geting feedback on these trends—ha i, a gty im-
proved system of indicators—together with new social and poiial
mediods for turning down the volume on those ignals tht seen 0 en
courage humanity’s lerming ik stampede ove the ciffs o hisoy.
“The conditons for susainabilty are measurable, and rocasasing
ther makes you honest about what is susainable and what s not.
Morcover, the phrsse “sdequate and secure” pus eveything thiocgh









