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Editor's Note:  The last Newsletter (No 47 October 2001) included an article "Sustainable Development: What does it mean?". There seemed to be no consensus even on definitions, let alone on priorities. We have devoted much of this issue to a thought provoking response from Dr. Stephen Wozniak, who gave the 1998 Offwell Lecture. In the Autumn 1998 Newsletter we described his lecture as wide ranging, challenging and almost wholly pessimistic.

I sighed wearily whilst reading about definitions of sustainable development.  As a scientist who was involved for nearly 20 years on the periphery of drafting official documents to make them 'acceptable' to Whitehall and Westminster, the sequence of events seemed familiar.

First, take a clear and principled idea: that sustainable development is a process leading to sustainability, itself a way of living and of treating the Earth and all Life in such a way as to ensure that any permanent diminution of the whole that may in future occur is owing to causes outside of man's control.  Second, proffer it to mandarins and a few part-time junior ministers.  Finally, marvel at how they manage despite all knowledge placed before them to emasculate the central ideas and ideals to an extent that even definitions (let along policies) reek of insincerity.

Far from being a jumble of words formulated by well meaning but muddled amateurs, the official definition of sustainable development (DETR 2000, and reproduced in the Autumn Newsletter) is a masterpiece of homage to both perpetual economic growth and the consumer society - arguably the twin antitheses of sustainability.  A year is an age in politics.  Yet we need to look back 30 years to obtain a context for what is happening today.

The end of complacency.
During the 1950s and 1960s oil had flowed reliably and cheaply from Arab states.  We had "never had it so good" (Harold Macmillan, 1957).  Moreover, prosperity would be forged in the "white heat of (the technological) revolution" (Harold Wilson 1963).  For another decade and despite a fledgling environmental movement, the old buffer class of mandarins continued to feel secure amidst the leather seats and saddle soap of Whitehall.  World without end, save loss of Empire.

Yet an end was to come, precipitated by the Arab-Israeli war of October 1973.  A gradual increase in the price of oil had long been suggested by ecologists.  The Shah of Iran was sympathetic.  But the actual rise was both sudden and huge, an act of vengeance rather than of altruism or ecology.  Prices quadrupled inside a year.  The UK was dependent upon Arab oil despite having (at the time) a large coal industry.  Departmental panic buttons, unused since the Suez crisis of 1956, were hurriedly unearthed.  Petrol coupons were issued and religious faith found new expression as motorists queued for hours at the pumps to await deliverance.

The knee-jerk reaction to the oil crisis and (later) the miners' strike was to encourage a reduction in energy use.  Brushing your teeth in the dark, showering with a friend, removing light bulbs or sharing your most treasured possession with strangers - all made headlines for a few days.  The important point is not the banality of much of the advice but that ministers were urging a reduction in consumption and material living standards.  The words 'conservation' and 'reduction' were applauded.  But not for long.

Institutionalised insincerity takes hold.
 Within a few years, OPEC stabilised, the miners were put in their place (out of work), the North Sea became a short-lived national treasure, world oil prices fell and the consumer society was propelled to new and brave horizons.  Amidst the sighs of relief in Westminster was heard a murmured discord.  The Goddess of Shopping, chief mentor of the Treasury and High Priestess of the housing estates, was displeased by the new multi-faith society that had embraced 'conservation'.  Encouraging people to use less?  To do without?  To distinguish between want and need?  But happiness and economic growth (for the two were clearly inseparable) depended on using more, if not of everything then of almost everything.  Conservation was for hippies, not for patriotic consumers.

Thus it was that energy efficiency replaced energy conservation. Rafts of official leaflets describing technologies that could be applied in industry, commerce and the home were issued in a smart new livery. Wherever the word conservation had appeared before, efficiency took its place. Technology, not simply switching things off or doing without, would be our saviour. One result is that public attitudes to profligate use of energy are little changed today.

More generally also, words that were politically unacceptable were phased out. Despite the 'three Rs' hierarchy (reduce, reuse and recycle) having been in common usage in the chemical industry for more than a decade, it was the lowest ideal of recycling that was promoted to political stardom, a place it retains today as a testament to how far and for how long people can be duped.

Sustainable development: greenwashing comes of age.
Following decades of few words and little action in reducing energy demand, the government debate on sustainable development is centred on its 'three pillars' of social progress, economic growth and environmental protection. The latter treats the natural environment as one issue amongst much trivia, all of it UK oriented. True to form, small projects of limited impact will be supported (so that ministers can point to involvement), a few acres here and there will be reforested or turned into token nature reserves (to provide photo opportunities for local minions) and international accords requiring little achievement will be signed (to confirm government resolve).
At the same time, consumers will be encouraged to spend to stave off a recession, to fly more, to fly the flag and to applaud the televised re-homing of three rare frogs, this having been identified as the only remaining objection to building Heathrow's Terminal 5. Treasury studies will confirm that the environment can only be safeguarded as a by-product of a robust growth economy capable of generating more consumer spending year on year.

Of course, every false dogma needs its demonstrable successes. It is here that parameter selection is important. For decades, organisations that are serious about 'sustainability' have been warning that things are getting worse. Deserts are expanding, energy use is rising, species are disappearing at an increasing rate, tropical forests are vanishing and large parts of major oceans and seas have been denuded of life. Rising carbon dioxide levels may precipitate an irreversible climate 'flip', leading to disruption of food supplies, and worse. Sources of fresh water are being degraded and exhausted. China is embracing the car economy. The gulf between rich and poor nations is growing ever wider. For more than a fifth of all people, those who survive on less than a dollar a day, hunger and desperation, not rhetoric and materialism, are the primary emotions. These are parameters of substance, measures of man's behaviour and of the state of the planet that any serious person could consider valid.

Politicians choose different criteria. Increasing car ownership is helping to eliminate social exclusion. The energy efficiency of cars and aircraft is improving (slowly) so the effects of the huge rise in their use is being minimised. Carbon emission targets will be met (primarily by burning precious gas reserves, not coal, to generate electricity). Use of renewable energy is increasing (but without prospect of contributing to the burgeoning transport sector). We are recycling more each year (but generating more total rubbish). Conservationists too are guilty of playing the partial parameter game. As the rain forests shrink and are fragmented, maybe below the critical size for regeneration, each desperate project to save or relocate one species is hailed as a great success. False hopes restore complacency.

Almost unnoticed, 'sustainability' has been enshrined into the collective consciousness without compromising the march of materialism. This has been achieved by appending the word to almost every government document, even down to mundane local planning applications. Few officials who now preach 'sustainability' have the faintest idea what they are talking about. This applies especially at the local level. Any road scheme or housing development that is too expensive or simply disliked can be labelled 'unsustainable' and (thereby) contrary to purported policy. Neither formal analysis nor discussion is then necessary. The S-word is now so widely used that (like the Emperor's new clothes) it is assumed that only a complete imbecile would raise enquiry or doubt.

Here today, gone very soon.
Sustainability (and including a dozen different definitions) is meaningless if divorced from the notion of time constants of processes. So what is a sustainable definition of sustainability? This is a lecture in itself but one key point is that the Earth may cease to be a suitable place for human habitation well before the sun explodes and the oceans boil. Suppose for the sake of argument this is 100 million years. Little point then in worrying if we have enough copper to last 200 million. Man's dominion over the Earth is correctly seen as a brief mistake, an evolutionary error that has lasted (say) 5,000 years and that which might survive for another 5,000. Within the time scale of Life on Earth this is the blink of an eye, and probably the right order for debate.

It may not much matter if 5,000 or 15,000 years is chosen. Only a few issues may be important at 15,000 when they were inconsequential at 5,000. Sustainability is primarily about managing the next 5 to 25 years since it is here that the 'make or break' decisions must be made nationally and (especially) globally. Social and 'equality' issues will take generations to address and many are peripheral to saving biodiversity. Time scale is also the reason why it may be little use educating children in ecology in the hope that, one day, they will sort out the mess. For many major habitats it will then be too late.

Suppose it is desired to maintain the Earth in much its present state of viability (or better) for another 5,000 years, so that, if social issues can in the interim be resolved, the Earth will still be worth inhabiting. This would be an incredible achievement. Industrial man has existed for about 200 years, a mere 4% of 5,000. What would be the priorities for action? Energy demand and habitats are two areas where there are serious problems. Oil may last only a hundred years, coal for a thousand or more. Added to the depletion concern that was central in the 1970s is the belief now that if we burn all available fossil fuels (even at a reduced rate) we might induce severe and rapid global warming.

Loss of habitats has a time constant of 0 to 10 years. The Asian forests are already largely gone. South America and Africa will be next. At the 2001 Offwell Lecture it was emphasised that present government policies are to permit importation of beef from Bolivia that was raised on 'slash and burn' forest areas, and to the detriment of UK farming. Cheap meat for the voters overrides all ministerial concern for world sustainability. This one example spoke volumes about government sincerity. But what of nuclear power and the 'unsustainable' problem of waste? Engineering solutions can (we are told) guarantee security of waste products for tens of thousands of years. So what is the problem? This is well beyond the chosen goal. Will reserves of copper last 5,000 years and without problems arising in disposal of used material that is not or cannot be recycled? If so there is likewise no problem.

Creating a sustainable world means in effect altering our consumption of resources and decimation of habitats to levels commensurate with every resource or system failing to deliver at or beyond the chosen time (5,000 years hence). Picking a realistic target rather than 'more or less indefinitely' can help to focus analysis on the most pressing issues and apportion resources to where they are most needed. Sustainable development must centre upon changes to economic systems and funding priorities that can be implemented on a time scale shorter than those characterising key issues for sustainability. Otherwise, corrections may be facilitated too late, no matter how much money is ultimately made available. A radically new approach to short term conservation funding is therefore needed. In the longer term, 50 to 200 years, changes to tax systems and social structures could realign spending patterns and priorities world-wide.

As an exercise in provocation, the economic benefits of natural systems that now provide our clean water and air and other 'environmental services' were recently calculated at around $33 trillion ($33 million million) annually. In the ensuing intellectual mêlée, this figure was described as a serious underestimate of infinity. The cost of having to use technology to do what nature now does for free would cripple the world economy. The other advantage of the natural system is that it is proven to work. Concern often centres on rain forests, most of which may be deliberately burned or turned to desert by climate change within 30 years. Yet the plight of marine ecosystems including the stunningly beautiful coral reefs may be even more desperate - and they may have an 'economic value' 25 times greater.
10,000 million devoted annually to halting the wanton destruction of these rich ecosystems would be a drop in the ocean compared with their 'worth', yet arguably an adequate start on the road to sustainability. The money might best be given to NGOs with a track record of global reach, increasing their budgets more than tenfold in the first year.

What price a privileged lifestyle?
One difference between energy conservation and sustainable development is that the former can be neutral or positive on the 'status quo' economy - you can (up to a point) create more jobs than you destroy by using less energy and transferring wealth to be consumed elsewhere.
Notwithstanding official double-speak, sustainable development is far more about questioning the need to produce and transport so many unnecessary products rather than merely addressing narrow aspects of the efficiency of these processes. For this reason it is more challenging, and less likely to be seriously addressed by government.

Yet even sustainable development could be implemented without compromising core services. Ample surplus money exists in the world and is utilised in the purchase of an increasing range of frivolous goods by people whose only desperation in life is what to buy next. There are nearly 60,000 people whose individual investable wealth (excluding property) exceeds £20 million. Their total wealth is nearly £6 trillion. One in every 850 people in the world is a millionaire (in dollar terms and again excluding property). As noted above, the problem is getting sufficient money deployed to critical sustainability areas before it is too late. Assuming that governments will continue to vacillate, this could (on paper) be achieved by convincing rich people that their lifestyle is seriously at risk from the global instabilities and conflicts that might result from widespread environmental degradation.

£10,000 million is the GNP of the world for a few hours, and about £1.50 per head. If only the 60,000 richest people were made (or asked) to contribute, they would need to sacrifice less than 20 minutes per week of their wealth. As a class, the rich have become richer and far more numerous. Yet the conservation movement seems mired in the raffle ticket age. It needs to set its sights on a huge and rapid increase in global achievement. Urgent first steps include credible programme formulation, warning of the dire consequences of failure and outlining just how painlessly the money could be obtained.

The author is an environmental scientist living in Sidmouth, Devon, UK . During his years in the Civil Service he met a range of ministers and mandarins. His opinions of them have not changed.
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