THE GALLON ENVIRONMENT LETTER

Canadian Institute for Business and the Environment

Fisherville, Ontario, Canada

Vol. 16, No. 5, August 30, 2011

Honoured Reader Edition

Editorial: REDEFINING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Since the World Commission on Environment and Development popularised the term Sustainable Development in 1987 there have been many more attempts to redefine the term than there have been to support what the Commission originally intended.

The Commission, often known by the name of its Chair, Gro Harlem Brundtland, defined Sustainable Development as:

"Development which meets the needs of the future without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs."

In that definition, on which we can be sure that the Commission of 22 people spent much time in discussion, there was nothing allowing for time limits, or reliance on future technologies not yet invented, or on giving priority to immediate economic well-being over future environmental security. However, the Commission made it clear that poverty is a major contributor to environmental degradation and that we must address poverty issues if we are to build a new global economy based on a platform of Sustainable Development.

Today we have national and international opinion leaders discussing such topics as sustainable mining, sustainable oil, and sustainable coal. The Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes list more than 1200 companies, many of which will almost certainly not be around in 10 years let alone providing goods and services to future generations. Clearly Sustainability as defined by Dow Jones and many others has very little to do with Sustainable Development as defined by the Brundtland Commission.

This presents at least two dilemmas. First, should we state that the term Sustainable must only be applied to actions which can be maintained at their current intensity for at least seven generations? Should society tell those industries that are reliant on non-renewable resources, such as those represented by the Mining Association of Canada, that they must not describe their activities as Sustainable and that to do so constitutes misleading advertising?

 

Second, how do we persuade our industry and government leaders to give priority to more sustainable opportunities for job creation and economic and social development. The current Keystone Pipeline, against which several thousand activists are currently protesting in front of the White House, is a case in point. Construction of the most technically advanced and hence reportedly the safest pipeline in America is said to be going to create 20,000 short term jobs, linking Canada's oil sands to Gulf coast refineries and terminals. The company planning to build the controversial pipeline is listed on the Dow Jones Sustainability Index. Building the pipeline is unlikely to significantly increase US consumption of petroleum products and, despite arguments to the contrary, not building the pipeline is unlikely to substantially shut in tar sands oil as the Canadian government will almost certainly help Canadian producers ensure that their products have a path to market. My question: how does building, or not building, the Keystone Pipeline, contribute to Sustainability?

The problem seems to be that Sustainable Development has been shortened to Sustainability and we now apparently consider the two terms to be synonymous. GallonLetter's proposal is that the two terms need to be disentangled. Members of the World Commission on Environment and Development could issue a declaration that Sustainable and Sustainability are not appropriately used as shortened version of the term Sustainable Development and that the term Sustainable Development is only to be applied to activities that fit the original Commission definition. Mining and other non-renewable resource activities might then continue to be described as sustainable if they offered a small but significant improvement in environmental and social responsibility, something we all want to encourage, but they would not be Sustainable Development, because, truly, they cannot be. Describing mining and pipelines and other such activities as Sustainable Development, when they cannot possibly fit the definition originally presented in 1987, would constitute misleading advertising and could be prosecuted as such in all countries which have laws to ensure honesty in the marketplace.

Like all humans, I am not Sustainable Development though I hope I make a contribution to Sustainability.

Colin Isaacs

Editor

