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Charting a Course
for Sustainability

The United States Responds
to Agenda 21's Challenge

After three years of research and deliberation,
the President’s Council on Sustainable Develop-
ment (PCSD) has delivered its report to Presi-
dent Clinton. The 186-page document—a mix-
ture of philosophy, goals, and scores of
recommendations—is designed to spearhead a
national debate on how to achieve a new type of
prosperity based on sustainable development. In
preparing the report, council members used as
their touchstone the following definition of sus-
tainability: “development that meets the needs
of the present without compromising the ability
of future generations to meet their own needs.””!
This definition first appeared in the United
Nations Brundtland commission’s 1987 report
Our Common Future, the pioneering work on
sustainable development. Following its lead, the
PCSD report, entitled Sustainable America: A
New Consensus for Prosperity, Opportunity, and
a Healthy Environment for the Future, calls for
wide-ranging changes that would fundamentally
alter how the United States solves problems. At
its core is the simple, yet far-reaching assump-
tion that social, economic, and environmental
problems are inescapably intertwined and must
be solved together.

The report recommends that government
share leadership, control, and information with
business, schools, communities, nongovernmen-
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tal organizations, and individuals and calls on
the U.S. Congress to remove legislative impedi-
ments to more collaborative, local decisionmak-
ing. The main goal is to get government, busi-
ness, and individuals to hardwire tests for
economic fairness and ecological sustainability
into their daily decisionmaking.

This article first provides some background on
the council and describes its working process. It
then addresses the substance of the report itself:
the ten goals for sustainability, proposals for new
economic, social, and environmental indices,;
recommended policy modifications; changes in
information gathering and education; and sug-
gestions on how to rebuild community.

A Brief History

Established by President Clinton through an
executive order in June 1993, PCSD has 25
members (see the box on page 12). These men
and women are leaders in industry, government,
and environmental, Native American, and civil
rights organizations. The secretaries of agricul-
ture, commerce, energy, and interior also sit on
the council along with the administrator of the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).
Council members served on eight task forces,
which created the report’s technical foundation.
The task forces covered sustainable communi-
ties; eco-efficiency; energy and transportation;
natural resource management and protection;
sustainable development principles, goals, and
definitions; population and consumption; public
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linkage, dialogue, and education; and
sustainable agriculture. (Individual
task force reports are available as
appendixes to the report.)

At its inception, President Clinton
asked PCSD to develop a far-sighted
plan of action to “achieve economic
prosperity that would benefit present
and future generations without harming
natural resources or the Earth’s biologi-
cal systems.” He wanted a plan that
could be supported by the entire coun-
cil.” This entailed a challenging method
for reaching recommendations. Mem-
bers made proposals, offered views,
engaged in dialogue, and debated
issues until consensus could be
reached. No one had veto authority.

The full council met for ten day-

long or multi-day sessions. To tap
local expertise, four of these meetings
were held in cities that had major sus-
tainable development projects under
way. (The report incorporates case
studies of Seattle, Chicago, Chat-
tanooga, and San Francisco’s pro-
jects.) Two hundred to five hundred
people attended each meeting, and
more than 5,000 followed the coun-
cil’s progress through its newsletter
Sustainable Developments. Requests
for public comment on draft goals and
recommendations received several
hundred replies.

The council decided at the outset not
to produce a report that would be
immediately salable politically nor
serve only as a blueprint for specific
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legislation or regulations. President
Clinton had asked the council to pro-
duce a bold, long-term plan that would
set a course for the future. The princi-
ple that institutions and individuals
must adopt a new way of thinking that
inextricably links economic, equity,
and environmental issues lies at the
heart of the plan spelled out in the
report. The experience of local sus-
tainable development  projects
recounted in the report underscores
that what promotes economic prosper-
ity can also be good for the Earth and
for social equity. To this end, a shift
from single-minded advocacy of envi-
ronmental protection, economic devel-
opment, or social well-being to action
that ensures progress on all three
fronts is advocated. In the council’s
estimation, this kind of holistic think-
ing holds the key to sustainability.

The report also stresses the benefits
of collaborative decisionmaking—the
attempt to include all institutions and
citizens who are affected by and who
care about an issue in the debate. Peo-
ple hunger to have a direct and mean-
ingful role in decisions that affect
them.? Promoting the participation of
those who will be significantly affect-
ed by institutional decisions creates a
much more effective framework for
equitably resolving controversial
issues: People will devote more effort
to protecting the environment and
improving their quality of life only if
they are included in the decisionmak-
ing process. To involve the individual
citizen in this way, however, some
power will need to be shifted from the
federal and state level to cities and
local communities.

Corporations and individuals are also
encouraged to adopt the concept of
stewardship. On the corporate level,
this would necessitate assuming a
much more far-reaching responsibility
for products. Companies would have to
monitor every phase of production
from mining and procurement of raw
materials through the manufacture, dis-
tribution, use, and finally, recycling and
reuse of their products. For individuals,
embracing stewardship means taking
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increased responsibility for actions that
affect the environment and the overall
quality of life. This implies an active,
educated citizenry involved in their
own governance.

These fundamental changes are
needed as the bedrock on which spe-
cific recommendations can be imple-
mented. For example, to implement
the new regulatory system for environ-
mental management that the report
proposes, federal, state, and local gov-
ermnments will have to cooperate to
develop strategies applicable to local
areas. These strategies, moreover, will
have to integrate economic, social, and
environmental issues.

Ten Goals and New Indices

In the report, PCSD outlines ten
national goals for a sustainable future.
These goals are interdependent and
must be achieved in unison so that
economic, environmental, and social
equity issues are accorded equal
weight. The ten goals are:

* ensure every person the benefits of a
healthy environment;

* sustain a healthy economy that
affords the opportunity for a high
quality of life;

» guarantee equity and opportunity
for economic, social, and environ-
mental well-being;

* protect and restore natural resources
for current and future generations;

* encourage stewardship;

* urge people to work together to cre-
ate healthy communities;

 create full opportunity for citizens,
businesses, and communities to par-
ticipate in and influence the natural
resource, environmental, and eco-
nomic decisions that affect them;

* move toward stabilization of the
U.S. population;

* lead in developing and carrying out
sustainable development policies
globally; and

» ensure access to formal education
and lifelong learning that will give
citizens an understanding of the
concepts involved in sustainable
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Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland chaired the World Commission on
Environment and Development, which produced the landmark report Our Common Future.

development and prepare them for
meaningful work and a high quality
of life.*

To measure the country’s progress
in achieving each of these goals, the
report recommends that a set of indi-
cators covering the areas the goals
address be established. For example,
the council feels that traditional meas-
ures of economic activity such as
gross domestic product are incomplete
because they fail to include many crit-
ical factors such as natural resource
depletion. The new indicators would,
when taken together, more accurately
measure the nation’s prosperity by
incorporating some of those measures.

Proposed new measurements, for
example, would supplement the unem-
ployment rate with information about
wage levels and job quality. Other pro-
posed economic indicators would
show the changes in the number of
persons living below the poverty level
and the rates of resource depletion
plus environmental costs.

The proposals for the new set of indi-
cators draw upon a program developed
in Oregon. In 1989, Oregonians found
themselves confronting unprecedented

population growth, a diversifying econ-
omy, and a resource crisis in both the
timber and salmon industries. Hoping
to guide the direction of the changes
that were sure to come, a group was
formed to assess the trends affecting
Oregon’s future and to develop tools to
inform future decisions. Made up of
state legislators and chaired by former
governor Barbara Roberts, the Oregon
Progress Board, as the group was
known, identified 259 benchmarks to
measure the state’s well-being.> Core
indicators measure fundamental factors
such as family stability, quality of life,
and environmental and economic
health. Urgent indicators gauge critical
issues facing the state, such as endan-
gered wild salmon runs and rising teen
pregnancy. According to the board,
“Failure to reach urgent benchmarks in
the near term threatens our ability to
achieve other, more fundamental,
benchmarks years down the road.”¢ The
state began using the indicators in 1995
and plans to update them bi-annually.

Broad-Based Policy Changes

The recommended policy changes
outlined in the report aim to empower
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individuals and institutions to move
rapidly along the path toward sustain-
ability. As a major step toward that
goal, the report reiterates the council’s
conviction that the United States’ goal
must be to become a zero-waste soci-
ety. With this goal in mind, companies
across the country are already adopt-
ing “eco-efficient manufacturing”
principles.” Eco-efficiency or industri-
al ecology involves redesigning indus-
trial processes to mimic natural
ecosystems’ recycling of energy and
natural resources. The goal of the
process is a closed loop that creates lit-
tle or no waste. This makes good eco-
nomic sense and preserves the envi-
ronment. Intel, a computer chip
manufacturer, was an early leader in
the adoption of eco-efficient manufac-
turing principles. The company was
able to increase production at its
Aloha, Oregon, plant by 2.5 times
without increasing emissions by
adopting new environmentally sensi-
tive production processes.

In the regulatory area, the council
explicitly recognized that national stan-
dards that protect human health and the
environment are the foundation of any
effective system of environmental pro-
tection. However, the report urges the
federal government to increase the
cost-effectiveness of the current envi-
ronmental management system by cre-
ating opportunities for environmental
goals to be attained at lower costs. Fur-
ther, the government should simultane-
ously implement a new system that
provides greater flexibility to achieve
superior environmental results. Under
such a system, technical standards for
individual plant processes would be
replaced by performance standards.
This change would encourage compa-
nies to achieve superior results and cost
savings through innovation. However,
regulatory agencies would need to
ensure that the interests of heavily
affected communities are protected. In
making this recommendation, environ-
mental leaders on the council joined
with their corporate colleagues in the
realization that while the historic “com-
mand and control” system has been
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successful for a quarter of a century,
only innovation will enable business to
achieve the higher level of environmen-
tal protection needed.®

Project XL, currently being tested
by EPA, offers selected companies and
state and local governments the regu-
latory flexibility they need to stream-
line their manufacturing processes to
both reduce costs and achieve superior
environmental results. In November
1995, President Clinton announced the
six companies—Intel Corporation,
Anheuser Busch Companies, HADCO
Corporation, Merck & Co., Incorpo-
rated, AT&T Microelectronics, and
3M Corporation—and two govern-
ment agencies—California’s South
Coast Air Quality Management Dis-
trict and the Minnesota Pollution Con-
trol Agency—chosen to participate in
Project XLs first phase.’ During this
phase, Intel, for example, will enter
into a contract with EPA and the Ari-
zona Department of Environmental
Quality for its new facility in Chan-
dler, Arizona. Under the terms of that
contract, Intel will agree to achieve
better environmental results than cur-
rently required by legislation in
exchange for regulators granting the

TERRY WILD STUDIO—TERRY WILD

company greater regulatory flexibility
and expedited permitting proce-
dures.'® This performance-based
approach grew directly out of PCSD’s
work. It is hoped that programs like
Project XL will enable industry to
experiment with bold innovations to
achieve the greatest results at the low-
est cost. However, strict standards of
accountability and enforcement ensure
that public health and the environment
are safeguarded.

The report also calls for greater use
of market forces to protect the envi-
ronment. It encourages the expansion
of market-driven pollution control
programs, such as emissions trading
and pollution fees, and urges business
to voluntarily adopt codes of product
stewardship.!! In line with these codes,
manufacturers, suppliers, users. and
disposers of products would share
responsibility for the environmental
effects of product use and industrial
waste production. Demonstration pro-
jects would identify critical links, key
participants, and opportunities for
stewardship in the product chains.

To review the effects of federal
taxes and subsidies on the goals of
sustainable development, the report

The PCSD report stresses the crucial role individual citizens and local organizations can
play in implementing sustainable development policies.
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Recently named the nation’s first recipient of a “Project XL for Communities” award,
Anaheim, California, has a number of innovative environmental improvement programs.

recommends establishing a national
commission to suggest changes in tax
policies (without increasing the over-
all tax burden).'?> The goal would be to
encourage employment and economic
opportunity while discouraging envi-
ronmentally damaging production and
consumption practices:

The federal government raises more than $1
trillion per vear, predominantly (nearly 90
percent) by taxing wages and personal and
corporate income. And since tax policies
influence individual and institutional invest-
ment patterns and consumption decisions,
the Council believes that an effective use of
the tax system could be a powerful tool in
meeting the challenges of sustainable devel-
opment. . . . Ideally, a tax system that sup-
ports the recommendations of the Council
would promote growth and jobs in a social-
Iv equitable manner, while discouraging
pollution and other forms of inefficiency."

The council recognizes that any tax
reform proposals must not place a dis-
proportionate burden on lower income
individuals and families. Another rec-
ommendation calls for the government
to eliminate subsidies that are incon-
sistent with the economic, environ-
mental, and social goals of sustainable
development. The report also suggests
that all remaining subsidies

Volume 38 Number 4

should be made subject to a sunset or
review clause that would require the
appropriate government agency to ensure
on a regular basis that these subsidies are
not inconsistent with national sustainable
development goals; otherwise they should
be eliminated.'*

Using the Information
Revolution

In assessing the critical role informa-
tion collection and dissemination could
play in achieving a sustainable society,
the council concluded that the current
system would have to change dramat-
ically to fulfill it goals. In particular,
the federal government’s system of
collecting, organizing, and disseminat-
ing data on economic, environmental,
and social conditions needs to be
revamped to improve quality and
accessibility.!> All sectors of govern-
ment should also promote widespread
access to the information available
through computers by offering comput-
er training, making information formats
more consistent within and among gov-
ernment agencies, and improving com-
puter networks. Moreover, the report
urges all levels of government to focus
on developing better methods to meas-

ure the quality and quantity of renew-
able and nonrenewable resources, such
as forests, lakes, minerals, and fish.
Such initiatives could build off data
currently being accumulated through
interagency, regional ecosystem assess-
ments being conducted in the Pacific
Northwest, the upper Columbia River
Basin, California’s Sierra Nevada
region, and the southern Appalachian
Mountains.'® Twenty years of partner-
ship efforts between The Nature Con-
servancy and state government agen-
cies have already produced the
Heritage Network, a collection of state
databases which provides detailed
information on the distribution and
abundance of plant and animal species
and types of ecosystems.!’

The report also calls for a revision
of corporate accounting practices to
ensure that decisionmakers have a
clearer idea of the environmental costs
of products.'® Accurate environmental
accounting has a number of benefits.
Many of the environmental costs of

(continued on page 30)
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Charting a Course
(continued from page 15)

products, such as salaries for person-
nel in the environmental areas, are cur-
rently burted in other accounts. As a
result, managers make crucial deci-
sions about which products to manu-
facture and which technologies to use
without all the relevant facts. Systems
of environmental accounting rectify
this situation and thereby aid man-
agers in using materials and energy
more efficiently.

Council members are convinced that
only by making use of this “second
information revolution” will institu-
tions, communities, and citizens have
the information—and hence the abili-
ty—to take on the greater civic and
environmental responsibilities on
which sustainability depends.

The Role of Education

To prepare citizens for their individ-
ual responsibilities in achieving sus-
tainable development, the council
recommends some changes in curricu-
lum. The idea is to teach students at all
levels the interdependence of the
environment, social equity, and the
economy because

educating for sustainability does not fol-
low academic theories according to a sin-
gle discipline but rather emphasizes con-
nections among all subject areas, as well
as geographic and cultural relationships."®

To help teachers build this concept
into their curriculums, the Environ-
mental Literacy Institute at Tufts Uni-
versity has begun a program to provide
environmental literacy training to sec-
ondary school teachers and university
faculty.?® Over the course of a nine-
day session, participants learn about
topics such as life cycle assessment,
design for the environment, cost-bene-
fit analysis, market-driven technologi-
cal innovations, and responsible indus-
try practices. Blueprint for a Green
Campus, the result of a collaboration
between colleges and universities
nationwide, recounts strategies to

30 ENVIRONMENT

THE GLOBE PROGRAM

make sustainability a central focus of
education programs.?!

One program already teaching chil-
dren about sustainability is called
Global Learning and Observations to
Benefit the Environment (GLOBE).??
Under its auspices, students are gath-
ering information to help scientists
monitor global climate change. Begun
in 1994 by Vice President Al Gore,
GLOBE enables students, teachers,

critical measure of the United States’
potential for long-term sustainability
is the revitalization of many communi-
ties that were once clean, safe. and
rich in educational and employment
opportunities. Sustainable develop-
ment can easily remain remote and
theoretical unless it is linked to peo-
ples’ daily lives and their fundamental
needs, such as jobs, clean air and
water, and education.

Students participating in the GLOBE program conduct a series of experiments
monitoring the local effects of climate change.

and scientists from around the world
to work together to monitor the global
environment and share their informa-
tion via the Internet. The measure-
ments they collect augment those from
satellite and ground monitors and will
provide the basis for the first world-
wide environmental data base. To date,
more than 2,500 schools in the United
States and 32 partner countries have
signed up to be GLOBE sites. More
than 110,000 scientific observations
have already been accumulated.

Rebuilding Communities

Flourishing communities are the
foundation of a healthy society. One

Chattanooga, Tennessee, dubbed the
most polluted city in the United States
in 1969, provides a prime example of
how practicing sustainability can trans-
form a community. At one time, Chat-
tanooga’s air was so dirty that drivers
had to use their headlights at noon.
However, in 1984, at the height of a cri-
sis triggered by recession, environmen-
tal degradation, governmental infight-
ing, and general urban decline, a broad
coalition of residents came together to
share their ideas and goals for reinvigo-
rating Chattanooga. More than 1,700
people turned out to participate in a
series of “visioning” meetings.

These meetings paved the way for
revitalizing efforts. Chattanooga’s
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riverfront was transformed; it is now
home to fishing piers, restaurants,
housing, a business park, and an aquar-
ium (proposed by a high school senior)
that generated $133 million in docu-
mented economic activity in 1992.

The city also became a virtual labo-
ratory for the research, design, and
manufacture of electric-powered
buses, which now form the backbone
of Chattanooga’s public transit sys-
tem. The municipal transit authority
teamed up with a private laboratory
and a new company to provide free
shuttles in the downtown area. Today,
Chattanooga is home to the world’s
largest electric-powered bus fleet.

The community-wide effort has led
to the construction of 4,166 units of
new affordable housing; the establish-
ment of a family violence shelter; the
implementation of new government
infrastructure that increases account-
ability and encourages a broader, more
diverse pool of candidates for local
office; the development of a plan for a
county-wide network of greenways
along streams to enhance the integrity
of the watershed; the institution of a
city-wide recycling program with sort-
ing contracted through a resource
facility for mentally challenged adults;
and the offering of environmental edu-
cation training workshops to teachers.

No longer the nation’s dirtiest city,
Chattanooga is now a model for other
communities considering sustainable
development plans. The city literally
transformed itself and its future
prospects by actively thinking of the
economy, the environment, and social
equity as inextricably linked. Building
on Chattanooga’s example and other
community efforts like it, the report
offers a number of recommendations
to other communities looking to simi-
larly transform their future (see the
box on this page).

Natural Resource Stewardship

The United States’ rich natural
resources are a major source of its mate-
rial prosperity and an inspiration for its
spiritual values. Preserving these re-
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sources is a vital concern. In studying
conflicts over natural resource use, the
council concluded that collaborative
decisionmaking holds one key to culti-
vating the holistic thinking needed to
get various interests moving toward a
sustainable future. Moreover, it found
that across the country all types of
stakeholders were devising their own
style of collaborative decisionmaking to
move beyond conflict.?® For example,
stakeholders within the Feather River
watershed in northeastern California, an
area containing three national forests—
Plumas, Lassen, and Tahoe—created a
forum for people living there called the
Quincy Library Group (after the library
where they first met) to use “common
sense to achieve [their] goals: healthy
forests and healthy small-town econo-
mies through time.”?*

In another example of collaborative
decisionmaking, The Nature Conser-
vancy and Georgia Pacific Corporation
agreed in 1994 to implement a unique
partnership to manage 21,000 acres of
wetlands along North Carolina’s lower
Roanoke River. Georgia Pacific owns
the land, but a joint committee, includ-

ing representatives of the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service as well as the compa-
ny and The Nature Conservancy,
decides where and under what condi-
tions timber harvesting can occur.
Religious organizations in Loui-
siana have also adopted the collabora-
tive approach in their effort to preserve
the state’s wetlands from erosion.
Each year 35 square miles of wetlands
washes into the sea. The Louisiana
Coastal Wetlands Interfaith Steward-
ship Plan, formed in 1986, has helped
congregations across the state to
understand the scale of the problem
and to coordinate efforts to address
it.> The 20 forums that churches and
synagogues have sponsored to discuss
how to protect and restore wetlands
attracted more than 2,000 people and
helped to build grassroots support for
coastal protection. According to Mark
Davis, executive director of the Coali-
tion to Restore Coastal Louisiana,
“The presence of the religious commu-
nity helped break open the debate in
ways that might not otherwise have
been possible. People act differently
when they meet in a church instead of a

HOW TO REVITALIZE COMMUNITY

uilding on the experiences of com-
munities across the country,
notably Chattanooga, San Francisco,
Chicago, and Seattle, PCSD generated
a number of recommendations for plan-
ners. policymakers. and citizens under-
taking revitalizing projects. Each of the
suggestions incorporates elements of
sustainable development thinking.
Strategic community planning—Citi-
zen groups that ideally reflect diverse
populations should identify key issues,
create a vision for the future, and set
goals and measurable benchmarks that
capitalize on unique local advantages.
Federal incentives—To spur commu-
nities to deal with issues that transcend
jurisdictions, the federal government
should consider fiscal options that
include pooling local property taxes to
increase equity in public services,
improvements in education, and reduc-
tions in economic incentives for sprawl.
Green design and innovation—Gov-
emnments should work with builders,

architects, developers, contractors, and
community groups to design and reha-
bilitate buildings to use energy and nat-
ural resources efficiently, enhance
health and the environment, preserve
historical and natural settings, and con-
tribute to a sense of community.

Planning policy—When designing
new communities and improving exist-
ing ones. efficient land use, mixed-use
and mixed-income development, public
open space, and diverse transportation
options should be provided.

Siting  development—Geographic
growth of communities should be man-
aged and new ones sited to decrease
sprawl, conserve open space, respect
nature’s carrying capacity, and protect
them from natural hazards.

Brownfield sites—Regulatory flexi-
bility and incentives should be provid-
ed to reduce process barriers to make
these contaminated, abandoned, or
underused lands more attractive for
redevelopment.

ENVIRONMENT 31
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U.S. ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY

To embrace a truly sustainable lifestyle, the United States will have to rethink its
consumption patterns.

corporate boardroom or state hearing
room.”?® In 1989, voters approved the
Louisiana Wetlands Conservation and
Restoration Trust Fund by a three-to-
one margin. A year later the U.S. Con-
gress approved the Coastal Wetlands
Planning, Protection, and Restoration
Act; the legislation included $1.5 billion
to help restore Louisiana’s wetlands.

To encourage more of these collabo-
rative approaches in the future, the
report recommends that the president
issue an executive order and that state
governors give similar orders to get
government agencies to use voluntary,
muitistakeholder approaches to man-
age natural resources and resolve nat-
ural resource conflicts.

Overall, the report advises coopera-
tive action in protecting ecosystems.
Efforts to safeguard water quality or
biodiversity should be undertaken in
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tandem with attempts to conserve the
integrity of the entire ecosystem, such
as plans to maintain regional water-
sheds. Furthermore, it urges all levels
of government to create incentives
among landowners, corporations, gov-
ernment agencies, and resource users
to preserve natural resources. It also
recommends that commercial users of
natural resources pay the full cost of
their depletion, that the United States
achieve sustainable management of
forests by 2000, and that fisheries habi-
tats be restored and overfishing elimi-
nated to rebuild and sustain depleted
wildstocks of fish in U.S. waters.

Tackling Population and
Consumption

Although the United States ranks
third in population, it is by far the

world’s largest consumer and waste
generator. Even minor changes in U.S.
consumption patterns thus have an
enormous effect on global sustainabili-
ty. Clearly, the scale of resources need-
ed to maintain current quality of life
standards must be substantially re-
duced. However, continued population
growth makes it more difficult to miti-
gate waste and consumption patterns.
In light of these facts, the report advo-
cates that the United States move to
stabilize its population while reducing
its waste and consumption patterns:
“In the United States each is necessary;
neither alone is sufficient.”?’

To reduce the high rate of unintend-
ed pregnancies, the report contains
proposals to expand access to family
planning and reproductive health serv-
ices. Full funding of Title X of the
Public Health Service Act of 1970,
which provides for family planning
services for low-income persons, is
strongly urged.?® Provisions for offer-
ing adolescents increased guidance on
values and abstinence (as well as
information to those who are already
sexually active) through families,
social institutions, and community-
oriented, adult mentoring programs
are also described. The report encour-
ages partnerships among community
organizations to enhance educational
and work opportunities for women,
particularly teens.

Teens Teaching Teens serves as an
example of the kind of pregnancy pre-
vention program the report advocates.
A partnership between Atlanta’s pub-
lic schools and the Grady Health Sys-
tem started in 1985, this program
trains high school juniors and seniors
to speak to eighth graders about post-
poning sex. A study conducted by the
Ford Foundation shows that students
who participate are less likely to be
sexually active as a result of this peer
support. By the senior year of high
school, participants’ abstinence rates
drop, but their use of birth control
practices is significantly higher than
among those students who did not par-
ticipate in the program.?

The Casa Loma project in Los
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Angeles takes a somewhat different
approach to the problem, combining
housing with an aggressive agenda of
educational, social, and business pro-
grams to help impoverished families.
Its programs provide infant and child
care and after-school activities for
latchkey kids; train adults and children
in word processing, mathematics, lit-
eracy, etc.; and sponsor courses in
budgeting, finance, micro-enterprise
development, and job placement. The
project, which relies on private dona-
tions and public funds, is run by New
Economics for Women. This organiza-
tion is a nonprofit corporation owned
and operated by women dedicated to
improving the lives of poor single par-

ents and their families and strengthen-
ing opportunities for women to
empower themselves.*

International Responsibility

Massive deforestation, biodiversity
loss, ocean damage, and climate
change are all crucial global environ-
mental issues that demand internation-
al action. These processes are proceed-
ing at an accelerated rate and their
consequences remain difficult, if not
entirely impossible, to predict with
certainty. However, even in the case of
climate change, the most complicated
of these issues, the international scien-
tific community now believes that the

balance of evidence suggests a dis-
cernable human influence that is
expected to lead to higher surface tem-
peratures, a rise in sea levels, and
more severe droughts and/or floods in
some places. Cooperative solutions
based on multilateral global agree-
ments hold the key to resolving these
issues. In the recent past, the nations
of the world managed to structure such
agreements, coordinating a phaseout
of chlorofluorocarbons, which threat-
ened the Earth’s stratospheric ozone.
The report strongly urges the United
States to cooperate with these interna-
tional agreements. Such cooperation
would entail, among other things, rat-
ification of the United Nations Con-

A n election year is an ironic time to
release the report of the President’s
Council on Sustainable Development.
While our culture, media, and institutions
all emphasize—and distort—the short-
term interests of American voters. the
report calls for a consideration of the long
term and the tundamental changes that the
future portends.

Against the apparent irrationality of
politics, the council’s mild and sensible
recommendations are a notable achieve-
ment. They articulate goals that no stump
speeches take up. but that few citizens
would dispute: greater efficiency in indus-
try: market-compatible regulation; taxes
that induce less pollution rather than bur-
dening employment: better information
and education; revitalized communities:
and more cooperative decisionmaking
instead of court battles. The problem is
not the ends but the means. No one knows
how to reach these goals. nor how much it
would cost to try.

The report contains promising begin-
nings and a generous share of hopes. In
the end. though. sustainable development
remains a mirage and the beliet that eco-
nomic prosperity. environmental quality,
and social justice can be pursued simulta-
neously without tradeotfs seems a seduc-
tive illusion. Like its distinguished prede-
cessors Agenda 21 and Our Common
Future, this report offers no concrete or
specific ways to transtorm the mirage into
the oasis we want it to be.

Yet a “sustainable” future looms on the
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horizon. Birth rates are dropping around
the globe. a side etfect of economic
growth and the steady (if still slow)
widening of opportunities for women.
Many. if not all. indicators of pollution
seem to decline once per capita incomes
rise to a certain level. An optimist might
see in these trends an automatic leveling
off of human numbers and pollution-gen-
erating consumption. Pessimists fear that
sustainability will look more like the Dark
Ages—the collapse of international order
and a retreat into armed settlements,
where barbarians clamor at the gates and
biodiversity and other unique values of
the planet are lost forever. Whatever the
spin. the gap between the laudable aims
and inadequate means of the council’s
report has yet to be bridged.

The question is how. In a word. we
must learn. At every level of human
endeavor. from individual to international,
we face the immense task of learning
whether sustainable development is possi-
ble. and if so. how. Then we must sum-
mon the will and resources to move
toward the goals we set for ourselves.

The objectives set forth by the Presi-
dent’s Council on Sustainable Develop-
ment imply three kinds of learning. The
most difficult type—a fundamental
change in outlook— is latent in the coun-
cil’s two most controversial goals: stabi-
lization of the American population and
reduction of material consumption. As
anthropologist Marshall Sahlins put it, we
must come to believe in becoming rich by

wanting little rather than by having much.
The evolution of smaller families, where
quality time has displaced sheer numbers
of children, illustrates one area in which
many people have already embraced this
concept. But we have yet to deal with
material consumption. This is a large
challenge that is likely beyond the reach
of government. at least in democracies
built upon promises of prosperity.

The second kind of learning is jurisdic-
tional. Molly Harriss Olson describes the
need to hardwire sustainability into daily
decisionmaking. This process will have to
address the fact that human borders and
natural boundaries rarely coincide. either
in space or time. We define borders along
rivers even though rivers are the centers
rather than the edges of ecosystems. and
we harvest trees at rates that yield an
appropriate return on investment. not
those that preserve the land. The instances
are legion. and bringing about change will
be hard. It will require changing legal and
government institutions and shifting prop-
erty owners’ expectations. Today's debt-
for-nature swaps and conservation ease-
ments are straws in the wind.

Thirdly, we must accumulate greater
knowledge about how ecosystems actually
respond to human intervention. To date,
we know little about how whales or soils
react to exploitation. Consider how the
proliferation of deer (and ticks bearing
Lyme disease) in suburbs has surprised us.
We need adaptive management—strategies
that treat human interactions with nature
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vention on Biological Diversity and
the adoption of an active leadership
role in crafting future international
environmental agreements. (The Unit-
ed States, the report notes, is the only
developed country that has yet to sign
the Convention on Biological Diversi-
ty and because of this risks not having
the opportunity to participate in or
shape the treaty’s evolution.) The fed-
eral government is also encouraged to
promote participation of nongovern-
mental organizations and private
industry in international agreements
and decisionmaking and to increase its
financial support for bilateral and
international institutions.
Furthermore, the report states that

as experiments—so that we can learn from
error and surprise. While difficult, adap-
tive management is easier than the other
two types of learning, if only because
humans need not change their values to
learn what works and what does not.

Each of these modes of learning
requires a combination of government and
private involvement—to accommodate, to
institutionalize, and to implement any
gains. Private actors need to do a great
deal, but government remains essential.
Amid this election year's implausible
promises, attack advertisements, and bal-
loons filled with irreplaceable helium, it
may be hard to remember that democra-
cies have done a more creditable job than
other forms of government in looking to
the future. But they have—so far.

Kai N. Lee

Center for Environmental Studies
Williams College, Williamstown, Mass.
and Board on Sustainable Development
National Research Council

Washington, D.C.

he President’s Council on Sustainable

Development chose to adopt the
Brundtland Commission’s definition of
sustainable development. In doing so. it
accepted the premise that social. econom-
ic, and environmental problems are inter-
twined and must be resolved together.
Unfortunately. however. Molly Harriss
Olson’s article provides little insight into
what (one hopes) are the substantive poli-
cy proposals contained in the report.
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the federal government, assisted by
nongovernmental organizations and
private industry, should maintain sci-
entific research and data collection
related to global environmental chal-
lenges. It should continue efforts to
guarantee that international trade
agreements do not threaten environ-
mental health and safety standards.
And government at all levels should
work with industry to increase exports
of environmental technologies.

Fulfilling Agenda 21
Commitments

At the 1992 United Nations Confer-
ence on Environment and Develop-

The report recommends that govern-
ment share leadership. control, and infor-
mation with business, schools, communi-
ties, and individuals, calling on the U.S.
Congress “to remove legislative impedi-
ments to more collaborative, local deci-
stonmaking.” The idea of local decision-
making runs throughout the report and is
prominently featured in the article. Nei-
ther document, though, says a great deal
about the impact such transfers of power
are likely to have on the resolution of
many issues (e.g., transboundary pollution
and wealth redistribution) that require
action at the national level.

Of equal concem is the report’s advoca-
cy of technological innovation alone as the
means “to achieve the higher level of
environmental protection needed.” This
stance is hardly adequate, nor is the
reliance the report seems to place on “reg-
ulatory flexibility” and corporate volun-
tarism. Both can lead to a balkanization of
standards and a patchwork of environmen-
tal protection. The twin goals of regulatory
flexibility and “strict standards of account-
ability and enforcement ensuring that pub-
lic health and the environment are safe-
guarded.” which Ms. Olson highlights, are
contradictory. Because of government’s
fiscal constraints, increasing regulatory
flexibility is far more likely to make gov-
ernment more rather than less dependent
on industries monitoring themselves.

The faith the report ultimately places in
voluntary action as a means to ensure
environmental protection and advance the
cause of sustainable development is some-
what misplaced. While the 3M Corpora-

ment held in Rio de Janeiro, the Unit-
ed States committed itself to pursue
Agenda 21—to prepare a plan to con-
front and overcome the most pressing
environmental, health, and social
problems facing the planet.’! The
PCSD report represents a partial ful-
fillment of that commitment.
Members of the council and the
many other people involved with
PCSD recognize that the report itself is
only the first of many steps. The hope
is that the document will serve as both
a plan of action and a vision of the
future. To this end, the report sets out
roles for everyone to play. Institutions
and individuals alike must incorporate
“sustainability thinking” into their

tion provides a terrific model of enlight-
ened management that should be applaud-
ed and emulated, expecting the chemical
industry in general, the auto industry, the
energy industry, the smelting industry, and
the mining industry (to name a few) to
protect public health and the environment
through voluntary action risks a return to
the air and water standards of the 1950s.
Voluntarism is hardly a panacea for our
environmental dilemma. In an era of
growing environmental problems and cuts
in government spending, voluntarism has
emerged as a fashionable solution. Never-
theless, it does not provide a real substi-
tute for clear regulatory targets and timeta-
bles for compliance. Voluntarism within
individual sectors of society cannot and
does not relieve elected governments of
the responsibility to govern with a broader
interest in mind, namely the public good.

The report also stresses the importance
of using market forces, primarily emis-
sions trading permits and pollution fees,
to protect the environment. In reality,
however, these instruments can become
licenses to pollute. Through the purchase
of emissions permits. the most serious
polluters can continue their activities.
(The article, furthermore. includes no
discussion of pollution prevention or the
required policy shifts that would facilitate
its implementation.)

The report’s recommendation that a
national tax commission be established to
suggest changes in tax policies. with the
goal of “encouraging employment and eco-
nomic opportunity while discouraging
environmentally damaging production and
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daily lives. Industry must initiate envi-
ronmental strategies, creating clean
new technologies and moving beyond
compliance. Government regulators
and legislators should use sustainabili-
ty as a framework for progress, encour-
aging industry to make voluntary
improvements and offering incentives
for progress. EPA and the U.S. Depart-
ment of Energy are doing this today
through a range of voluntary programs
like XL, WasteWise, ClimateWise, and
Green Lights that offer industry bene-
fits for participating. Environmental
organizations can do their part by ral-
lying public support and promoting
individual efforts to achieve sustain-
able development. Communities can

consumption problems,” represents an
important contribution to sustainable
development policy. Many share the belief
“that an effective use of the tax system
could be a powerful tool in meeting the
challenges of sustainable development.”
(The Brundtland commissioners were the
first to make this point.) Direct and indirect
tax subsidies to energy. mining, fisheries,
forestry, agriculture. transportation, and
trade amount to a trillion dollars per year
in OECD countries. It will take immense
political will, however, for the United
States to follow through on the council’s
recommendations concerning subsidies.

One wonders further what distinction
the council is drawing between practicing
sustainability and plain and simple
regional development and reconstruction.
Are changes in the U.S. Constitution
required to achieve this end? What kind
of “*sustainability™ is to be pursued within
the context of rebuilding once clean and
sate communities? For example. are the
batteries of Chattanooga’s electric-pow-
ered bus fleet recharged using solar, coal.
or nuclear-produced energy”?

While quite eloquent in places. the
council’s ten goals ultimately address the
pre-Brundtland agenda. namely environ-
memtal protection. The sustainable devel-
opment agenda is in fact much broader. [t
includes environmental protection but
aims to integrate environmental. econom-
ic. and equity goals. The proposed ten
goals—it implemented—would guide the
United States toward better conservation
of nature. & more protected environment.
and perhaps a more equitable distribution
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take action by incorporating sustain-
able development principles in devel-
oping their economic, social, and phys-
ical infrastructures. The work of
building a sustainable future will also
have to have an impact beyond the bor-
ders of the United States. Sustainable
development values must be instilled
in people around the world because
business crosses national boundaries
every day through global markets,
global production, and global technol-
ogy transfer.

This report represents the beginning
of the United States’ journey toward
sustainable development. To succeed,
the people of the United States must
want to continue the effort.

of wealth. They would not change the
present pattern of natural resource
exploitation or address the country’s
immense dependence on fossil fuels and
other sources of nonrenewable energy.
Furthermore, democracy and sustainable
development are better served in the end
by ensuring access to opportunity rather
than simply having the opportunity to
achieve economic, environmental, and
social well-being.

Charles Caccia
Member of Parliament
Ottawa, Canada

he report from the President’s Council

on Sustainable Development chal-
lenges the United States to embrace ways
of living and working that will ensure the
long-term health of our species and our
ecosystems. Government, business, and
communities are urged to cooperate to
achieve this goal. Along the tough road
that lies ahead. however, the nation will
have to grapple with the many conflicts
between the sustainable development
vision and the status quo. Efforts to create
a sustainable transportation system bring
such conflicts into clear focus.

While other nations. including Germany
and Japan, are currently developing the
fuels and vehicles of the future, U.S. auto-
mobile and oil companies promote refine-
ments of petroleum-based technologies. To
assume a leadership role in the global
transportation revolution. the United States
will have to shed its reliance on the petro-
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the way for the delivery of fully renew-
able hydrogen fuel tomorrow.
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Many consider hydrogen too dangerous
to use. Yet hydrogen has safely tueled the
U.S. National Aeronautic and Space
Administration’s space program for
decades. Hydrogen can be produced either
from natural gas or by splitting the water
molecule. and we know how to store and
transport it by pipeline. Advanced demon-
stration internal combustion engine vehi-
cles produced by Daimler-Benz, BMW,
and Mazda all burn hydrogen. When con-
verted to electricity in a fuel cell, hydro-
gen may represent the ultimate sustainable
alternative to fossil fuels. Nonpolluting,
fuel-cell electric vehicles are between two
and three times more fuel efficient than
conventional automobiles. In late 1994,
Canada’s Ballard Power Systems sold the
first commercial fuel-cell bus for use at
Los Angeles International Airport. Since
then, the Chicago Transit Authority has
purchased three more buses.

The obstacle preventing the United
States from rapidly developing a sustain-
able transportation system based on
hydrogen fuels is neither scientific, tech-
nological. or economic. It is the inertia of
U.S. automobile and oil interests. While
they have produced some cleaner-fuel
vehicle options. these interests have for
the most part focused on resisting govern-
ment proposed zero-emission vehicle
goals and promoting a $37 billion invest-
ment in “reformulated gasoline.” which
will give us only 10 percent cleaner air.

Natural gas and hydrogen infrastruc-
ture development and vehicle refinement
will require the redirection of funds cur-
rently devoted to petroleum-based fuel
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and engine systems. The U.S. Department
of Energy currently spends the majority
of its $18 billion budget on research into
fossil and nuclear fuels. Tens of billions
of dollars are spent on military actions to
secure our foreign oil supplies.

The economic incentives and perform-
ance stimuli embraced by the council will
be vital in promoting swift change. Both
government and business leaders recog-
nize the long-term goal of sustainability,
but the problem lies in how we define
“long term.” Generous tax credits can
stimulate purchase of natural gas, hybrid
electric, and (eventually) hydrogen-pow-
ered vehicles. Increased research and
development spending could refine NGV,
hydrogen, and electric-vehicle systems. A
modified tax structure could make us feel
the true cost of using finite fossil fuels and
dealing with their emissions while reward-
ing the use of renewable solar resources.
Setting government performance goals for
ultra-low and zero-emission vehicles could
stimulate a competitive environment not
only for today’s industries but for tomor-
rOW’s entrepreneurs.

With a strong national commitment, the
United States can take the lead in creating
transportation systems that safeguard the
environment, protect human health, and
allow the nation to compete successfully
in the global automotive markets of the
21st century.

Joanna D. Underwood
James S. Cannon
INFORM, Inc.

New York

urprise, surprise: Business and green

leaders can agree on something! The
report recently issued by the President’s
Council on Sustainable Development rep-
resents the culmination of three years of
work. It advocates less bureaucracy; use of
economic instruments of environmental
policy; high standards; rebuilding commu-
nities; making use of the information revo-
lution; and natural resources stewardship.

This report is a remarkable achieve-

ment. One deficiency does deserve to be
mentioned, however. It relates to Chapter
4 of Agenda 21, which discusses sustain-
able lifestyles. The American (or, for that
matter, European) lifestyle is not sustain-
able: Per capita resource use is too high
by roughly a factor of ten. The report.
however, touches only brietly on this
issue in the discussion of the council’s
goals for stabilizing the U. S. population.
Small wonder. President George Bush
openly declared that the American way of
life was not up for negotiation at the 1992
Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. Despite
this, though, I see in the report’s general
recommendations scope for dramatic
improvements in resource productivity,
which would allow quality of life to be
maintained at a much lower rate of
resource consumption. This should be a
core point for discussion in any future
deliberations regarding U.S. sustainable
development policy.

Ernst Ulrich von Weizsaecker
Wuppertal Institute for Climate,
Environment and Energy
Wuppertal, Germany
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