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“The frog does not drink up the pond in which he lives.” 



- Native American proverb

1.0 Introduction


On May 09, 2001, several of the members of the Sustainable Toronto (ST) Project created a working definition for sustainable development adapted from the 1982 World Conservation Union definition:

“Sustainability is a new paradigm of decision making for all sectors of society based on a better appreciation of the complex interconnections between economic, social and environmental issues, and the impact of today’s decisions on future generations.  Sustainability favours decision making processes that are participatory, transparent, equitable, and accountable.” (Sustainable Toronto, 2001)


After some debate on the specific meaning of the term sustainability in the context of the ST project, it was decided that a paper was needed to investigate the uses of the term through time and across sectors. Furthermore, due to the scope of ST, along with the notion of sustainability, the terms sustainable development and sustainable communities were also explored.  The objective of this research paper is to present some examples of the historical uses of the three terms to the present and explore how the words have been defined by various sectors. To provide a rough overview of sustainability, four groups of “authors” were selected.  These groups, or sectors, were governments, business/industry, civil society and academics.  These categories are discussed further on in the document.    This paper attempts to show how the terms have changed through the years and then provides some recommendations for the Sustainable Toronto Project.

1.1 Sustainable Toronto Project and Defining Sustainability


The Sustainable Toronto Project is a collaborative effort to bring together the strengths of community groups with those of academics and governmental groups participating in the project.  The vision for the group is to achieve a sustainable quality of life for all Torontonians by rethinking our priorities, the way we work and live.


Sustainable Toronto uses the term “sustainable” in its name as well as its vision /mission statements.  It is therefore worthwhile to try to develop a common understanding of the meaning of these sustainability terms and their historical usages.

1.2 The Organizational Structure of the Paper

The structure of the paper is designed to present the history of the terms sustainability, sustainable communities, and sustainable development and the way they are being used by various sectors of society.

Section 2 presents a chronology of the terms. It shows how the terms changed throughout recent times, noting that the origins of the notions can be traced back thousands of years. 

Section 3 illustrates how governments, business/industry, civil society, and academics have defined the terms.  In some instances, organizations can be categorized in more than one of these sectors.  Therefore, it was established that the government sector includes international (e.g. UN), federal, provincial/state, and local; the business/industry category includes trade associations and businesses; civil society includes non-governmental agencies (NGOs) and not-for-profit groups; and academics include all peer-reviewed documents. For a few organizations, deciding which of the four categories to choose was somewhat arbitrary, as they could have been placed in more than one.  In addition to comments on each of the various definitions, this section includes an overall discussion of each sector.  

Section 4 of the paper explains the summary and the overall findings.  It includes how this research process influenced the way we view the terms in light of our finding that each sector modifies them to meet their objectives. 

Section 5 provides recommendations on definitions to the members of the Sustainable Toronto Project for the terms sustainability, sustainable development, and sustainable communities.

   Section 6 is a bibliography of all the documents and websites that were used for the report.  It also includes papers or books that we did not necessarily use for the paper but may be useful for those who want to read further.

1.3 Methodology of Research


As we were only given limited resources and time, the methodology for conducting this research study was relatively simple.  We first used the University of Toronto Library system to find a set of books that pertained to the terms in question.  In addition, we used a journal index (GEOBASE) to search for refereed publications.  Finally searches using varying search engines on the Internet were used for additional materials.  This does not represent a full cross section of the literature on “sustainability” but it was hoped that a rough view on the terms could be gathered in this means.  There was no primary research conducted in the course of this work.

Our decision to choose the three terms: sustainability, sustainable development and sustainable communities stemmed from the use of the terms throughout the Sustainable Toronto website.  Although there is a significant amount of literature and Internet sites dedicated to the terms, the definitions selected were those we came across first and therefore represent a fairly random selection. 

2.0 Chronology of the Terminology

Despite being the most widely cited source on sustainability, the Brundtland Report (World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future) did not invent the notion of sustainability.  We can see its antecedents in historical records and ancient proverbs of various cultures around the world. The notion of sustainability is inherent in many traditional belief systems (such as the First Nations peoples) and in general, it has an extensive history.  As O’Riordan (1988) notes,

 
“Sustainability probably appeared first in the Greek vision of ‘Ge’ or ‘Gaia’ as the
 
Goddess of the Earth, the mother figure of natural replenishment…So important
 
was the practice of sustainability to the Greeks that provincial governors were
 
rewarded or punished according to the look of the land.  Signs of erosion or other
 
features of environmental damage led to admonishment or even exile, whereas a
 
healthy-looking land, regardless of the real well-being of its people, would be
 
accorded approval” (O'Riordan, 1988: 29-31).  


A moving, almost poetic, articulation of the essence of sustainability can be found in the “Aboriginal Thanksgiving Address” which traces back thousands of years:

ABORIGINAL THANKSGIVING ADDRESS

Finally, we acknowledge one another, female and male. We give greetings and thanks that we have this opportunity to spend some time together. 
We turn our minds to our ancestors and our Elders. You are the carriers of knowledge, of our history. 

We acknowledge the adults among us. You represent the bridge between the past and the future. 

We also acknowledge our youth and children. It is to you that we will pass on the responsibilities we now carry. Soon, you will take our place in facing the challenges of life. Soon, you will carry the burden of your people. 

Do not forget the ways of the past as you move toward the future. 

Remember that we are to walk softly on our sacred Mother, the Earth, for we walk on the faces of the unborn, those who have yet to rise and take up the challenges of existence. 

We must consider the effects our actions will have on their ability to live a good life.

Many indigenous nations have had an understanding of sustainability and view it as, “a responsibility to ensure the survival for the seventh generation and when we begin to separate ourselves from that which sustains us, we immediately open up the possibility of losing understanding of our responsibility and our kinship to the earth.” (International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2001). The notion of the “seventh generation” is, to some extent, synonymous with sustainability because both concepts make reference to future generations.
 


Nevertheless, the 20th century has seen this notion explicitly defined through such terms as sustainability, sustainable development and sustainable communities. In the United States under Theodore Roosevelt, the notion of sustainability came to the forefront of governmental environmental management practices.  Gifford Pinochet, the well known forester and aide of Roosevelt was an advocate of “sustainable yield” silviculture, and often used the term in the context of natural resource management. (O'Riordan, 1988)
In Canada, early appearance of the notion of sustainability can be found in the Canadian Commission on Conservation in 1915: “Each generation is entitled to the interest on the natural capital, but the principal should be handed on unimpaired” (Clark and McKay, 2001: 9).

In 1932, Pigou, the economist, noted “there is wide agreement that the state should protect the interests of the future in some degree against the effects of our irrational discounting and of our preference for ourselves over our descendants”  (Clark and McKay, 2001: 9).

By 1962, the United Nations (UN) had begun associating natural resources and economic development: “…economic development in the developing countries would be jeopardized if the conservation and restoration of natural resources were not given due attention” (O’Riordan, 1988: 35).

Some ten years later, in 1973, “the Assembly of the IUCN took another step towards the concept of sustainability by defining conservation as ‘the management (which includes survey, research, preservation, utilization) of air, water, soil, minerals and living systems including man so as to achieve the highest sustainable quality of life’” (O'Riordan, 1988: 35).  Soon after this point, “sustainable development” as a term became much more popular.

Around this time there was an extensive discussion on what constituted “basic needs” first introduced by Chichilnisky in 1977 (Chichilinsky et al., 1998). As Ghabbour (1982) puts it: “All needs which go to make up the human character as we know it are basic.  The search for dignity is inherent in man and is itself an ultimate basic human need…Generally basic needs satisfaction is defined in terms of development strategies that aim at minimally satisfying primary needs for those segments of the population unable to satisfy them by their own efforts” (O'Riordan, 1988: 37).

Thus steadily, “sustainable utilization” and “basic needs” along with the embryonic version of “sustainable development” came together until the mainstream definition was provided in Our Common Future, where it was defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987:43). This publication represents a watershed event in terms of the common use of the “sustainability” terms and marks the beginning of its mainstream use.  Furthermore, this was the definition that many groups in Canada (including governments, businesses, and civil society organizations) adopted and   continue to use  as the basis for defining sustainability  to this day.  By the mid 1980s, sustainability [the notion, not the term] had entered into policy formation in Canada. Kruetzwiser (1995) notes that the 1985 report of the Inquiry on Federal Water Policy defined its objective as “to encourage the use of freshwater in an efficient and equitable manner consistent with the social, economic and environmental needs of present and future generations” (Kruetzwiser, 1995: 270).


Following a series of public meetings the Brundtland Commission held in Canada, the federal government established the National Task Force on the Environment and the Economy in 1986.  Among its recommendations was the proposal to set up “round tables on the environment and economy” to advise governments at all levels. In 1989, the Federal government initiated the “Green Plan” which attempted to implement many of the changes in governance recommended by Brundtland, including embedding the definition of SD into legislation and policy. The discourse of sustainability became more evident.  For example, in 1994, a document jointly authored by the Canadian government and the United Nations concluded:


“The essence of sustainable development is that a healthy environment and a productive resource base can bring about lasting economic benefits. Economic prosperity can ensure the capacity to support wise resource management and to protect environmental quality. It can support the development of the technologies needed to mitigate and prevent pollution and to improve human health. Economic prosperity can make it easier for all sectors of society to incorporate environmental considerations into decision making” (United Nations, Commission on Sustainable Development and Canada. Dept. of Foreign Affairs and International Trade, 1994).

The 1992 UNCED (United Nations Conference on the Environment and Development), held in Rio de Janeiro and commonly referred to as “Rio” or “the Earth Summit,” resulted in the adoption of Agenda 21 and the formation of UN Council on Sustainable Development (CSD).  The CSD requires countries to submit annual reports on their Agenda 21 implementation achievements.  Another major step in the Sustainable Development (SD) reporting process are the quinquennial reviews.  The first of these took place in June 1997 (UNGASS -- the United Nations General Assembly Special Session); and the next will be the WSSD (World Summit on Sustainable Development or “Rio Plus 10”) in Johannesburg in September 2002.
3.0 Definitions and Concepts by Sector


This section of the paper looks at the way sustainability, sustainable development, and sustainable communities have been used and defined by four major sectors: government, industry, civil society, and academia.  Within each of these sectors a brief description of that sector is provided, along with a listing of different definitions and discussion surrounding all of the terms, and a summary of the uses within that sector.

3.1 Governments


For our purposes, governments include international, federal, provincial/state and local municipalities.  Therefore, we found definitions on sustainable development, sustainability, and sustainable communities from the United Nations (UN) to municipalities.

3.1.1. Definitions

International Union for the Conservation of Nature, 1980

“…maintenance of essential ecological processes and life support systems, the preservation of genetic diversity, and the sustainable utilization of species and ecosystems” (IUCN, 1980 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶3).

Chattanooga, Tennessee, USA, 1984
Definition: “the commitment to provide jobs that can continue through the lifetimes of our children and grandchildren, while we enhance the prospects of passing on a cleaner community in which to live and work” (Bell and Schwartzberg, 2000: 35).

Australian Government, 1992 

“Ecologically sustainable development means using, conserving and enhancing the community's resources so that ecological processes, on which life depends, are maintained, and the total quality of life, now and in the future, can be increased” (Bell and Schwartzberg, 2000: 39).

City of Manningham, Australia, 1992

Sustainability is defined in accordance with the Federal Government’s National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development (1992): “Using, conserving, and enhancing the community’s resources so that the ecological processes on which life depends are maintained, and the total quality of life now and in the future can be increased.

The City’s vision of the future includes: zero pollution, zero extinction, zero soil degradation, zero Climate damage, and zero waste” (Bell and Schwartzberg, 2000: 39).

United Nations Statistical Office, 1992

“Sustainable development means that economic activities should only be extended as far as the level of maintenance of man-made and natural capital will permit. A narrower definition of sustainability excludes the substitution between natural and man-made assets and requires maintenance of the level of natural assets as well as man-made assets. 

A sustainable development seems to necessitate especially a sufficient water supply, a sufficient level of land quality (prevention of soil erosion), protection of existing ecosystems (e.g. the virgin tropical forests) and maintaining air and water quality (prevention of degradation by residuals). In these cases, the sustainability concept should not only imply constancy of the natural assets as a whole (with some possibility of substitution) but constancy of each type of natural assets (e.g. of the specific ecosystems)” (United Nation, 1992 as cited by Murcott, 1997: ¶40).

World Bank, 1992 

“Sustainable development means basing developmental and environmental policies on a comparison of costs and benefits and on careful economic analysis that will strengthen environmental protection and lead to rising and sustainable levels of welfare” (World Bank, 1992 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶38).

World Bank, 1993 

Development is “sustainable “if and only if the stock of overall capital assets remains constant or rises over time" (Pearce and Warford, 1993: 2).

Ontario Round Table on Environment and Economy (ORTEE), 1995

“A sustainable community is one which:

1. Recognizes that growth occurs within some limits and is ultimately limited by the carrying capacity of the environment;

2. Values cultural diversity;

3. Has respect for other life forms and supports biodiversity;

4. Has shared values amongst the members of the community (promoted through sustainability education);

5. Employs ecological decision-making (e.g., integration of environmental criteria into all municipal government, business and personal decision-making processes);

6. Makes decisions and plans in a balanced, open and flexible manner that includes the perspectives from the social, health, economic and environmental sectors of the community;


7. Makes best use of local efforts and resources (nurtures solutions at the local level);

8. Uses renewable and reliable sources of energy;

9. Minimizes harm to the natural environment;

10. Fosters activities which use materials in continuous cycles” (Bell and Schwartzberg, 2000: 32).

United Nations University and the World Bank, 1995 

The authors present the various concepts of sustainability:

“Input-output” – assumes that ecosystems are in steady state (i.e. does not degrade over time)

“State” – a sustainable ecosystem be one in a state can be maintained indefinitely.

“Capital/Stock” – maintenance of natural capital or stock be maintained or increased (i.e. the use of natural resources be at the same rate as its renewal process)

“Ecosystem-characteristics-not-degrading-through-time” – maintenance of its integrity including productivity, diversity, stability, and adaptability) without degrading the integrity of other ecosystems.

“Potential throughput” – use of resources = rate of renewal.

Overall, they came up with a definition for biogeographical sustainability as “the maintenance and /or improvement of the integrity of the life-support system on Earth.  Sustaining the biosphere with adequate provisions for maximizing future options includes providing for human economic and social improvement for current and future human generations within a framework of cultural diversity while: (a) making adequate provisions for the maintenance of biological diversity and (b) maintaining the biogeochemical integrity of the biosphere by conservation and proper use of its air, water, and land resources.  Achieving these goals requires planning and action at local, regional and global scales and specifying short- and long-term objectives that allow for the transition to sustainability” (Munasinghe and Sheare, 1995:xxii).

City of Tuscon, Arizona, USA, 1997 
“Definition: a vision for their future that balances the needs of this generation without compromising the abilities of future generations to meet their needs. Vision: learning and demonstrating that balancing the economic, social, and environmental concerns of their communities can improve their quality of life and ensure a better future” (Bell and Schwartzberg, 2000: 41).

International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD), 1997 

“In general terms, the idea of sustainability is the persistence of certain necessary and desired characteristics of people, their communities and organizations, and the surrounding ecosystem over a very long period of time (indefinitely). Achieving progress toward sustainability thus implies maintaining and preferably improving, both human and ecosystem well-being, not one at the expense of the other. The idea expresses the inter-dependence between people and the surrounding world. 

Development means to expand or realize the potentialities of, bring gradually to a fuller, greater, or better state. It has both qualitative and quantitative characteristics and is to be differentiated from growth which applies to a quantitative increase in physical dimensions.

Sustainable development is not a “fixed state of harmony.” Rather, it is an ongoing process of evolution in which people take actions leading to development that meets their current needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs... In summary, sustainable development commits us to considering the long-term and to recognizing our place within the ecosystem. It encourages a continuing reflection on the implications of human activity. It pro-vides a new perspective from which to see the world. It is a perspective that forces the bridging of many ideas and disciplines (contemporary and traditional) that have previously remained disparate. Those using this perspective, including the Brundtland Commission and participants at the Earth Summit among many others, have come to the conclusion that the current nature of human activity is inadequate for meeting current needs and is seriously undermining opportunities for future generations” (Hardi and Zadn, 1997: 8-9).

Lancashire, UK (an ICLEI project), 1997
"[To] improve the quality of life for people today whilst protecting the environment for our children" (Bell and Schwartzberg, 2000: 36).

International Institute of Sustainable Development, 1997

“For the business enterprise, sustainable development means adopting business strategies and activities that meet the needs of the enterprise and its stakeholders today while protecting, sustaining and enhancing the human and natural resources that will be needed in the future”  (Brkic and Douglas, 1997: ¶33).

City of Portland, Oregon, USA, 1999
"To promote a sustainable future that meets today's needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs."

Vision of sustainability: “the City accepts its responsibility to: support a stable, diverse and equitable economy; protect the quality of the air, water, land and other natural resources; conserve native vegetation, fish, wildlife habitat and other ecosystems; minimize human impacts on local and world-wide ecosystems” (Bell and Schwartzberg, 2000: 37).

The International Institute for Sustainable Development, 1999

“IISD has developed a framework for understanding sustainable livelihoods. Achieving sustainable livelihoods requires the integration of local knowledge and community strengths with contemporary science, appropriate technology, enabling policies, effective and transparent governance structures, education and training, and credit and investment” (International Institute for Sustainable Development, 1999: ¶3).

3.1.2 Discussion of Governments’ Definition


Governments have been heavily involved in defining sustainable development and sustainability from the start.  They often use these two terms (sustainable development and sustainability) interchangeably in their documents.  It is primarily the local governments (i.e. municipalities) that are engaged in defining sustainable communities (other than those in the UN who are involved in the Local Agenda 21 program).  We found that between municipalities the majority of the definitions were relatively similar with no significant differences.

For the most part, the Canadian Government adheres to the definition of sustainability provided by the Brundtland Report (“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [WCED, 1987: 43]).  Nevertheless, Canadian governmental definitions of sustainability have also progressed through the “roundtable” process that Canada pioneered.  In recent years, the link between environment and economics has grown more prominent in decision-making at the federal level, while the “social” elements of sustainable development have received less attention and publicity (See David V. J. Bell, “The Social Dimension of Sustainable Development,” 2001).

Overall, government tends to include and note all three of the terms normally associated with sustainable development and sustainability: social, economic and environmental development (in this order).  As mentioned above, as a whole, most governments tend not to stray far from the original definition by the Brundtland Commission in 1987.

3.2 Business


3.2.1 Definitions


Below is a list of definitions for the terms by the business community.

Canadian Water Resources Association, 1994

“While there has been wide-ranging discussion regarding the meaning of sustainable development in practical terms, many people agree that it identifies a vision in which the following aspects are important: (1) meet basic needs; (2) maintain ecological integrity and diversity, (3) merge environment and economics in decision making; (4) keep options open for future generations; (5) reduce injustice; and (6) increase self determination. 

Virtually all governments identify sustainable development as the overriding framework within which water planning, management, and development should occur.  At the same time, considerable ambiguity continues regarding sustainable development, both at conceptual and operational levels.  Until more clarity is provided by governments, it is difficult to identify in specific terms what is the new vision of sustainable development for water management in Canada.  The CWRA sustainability principles represent another initiative about sustainable development, it is generally agreed that sustainable development is not just an end.  It also represents an ethic and a process, or a means to an end in which improvements likely will be progressive although perhaps occurring in small increments” (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1994: 51).

International Council of Chemical Associations (ICCA), 1996

“Sustainability in economic terms means the efficient management of scarce resources as wells as a prospering industry and economy.  Sustainability in the environmental sense means not placing an intolerable load on the ecosphere and maintaining the natural basis for life.  Seen from society’s viewpoint, sustainability means that human beings are the centre of concern” (International Council of Chemical Associations, 1996: 1).

Envision Tools, 2000

“Sustainability, as we see it, is essentially a road map for continued development that recognizes the importance and interdependence of ecological, economic, and social well-being”  (Envision Tools, 2000).

World Business Council for Sustainable Development, 2001

“Eco-efficiency is a management strategy that combines environmental and economic performance. The strategy enables more efficient production processes and better products and services while reducing resource use and pollution. In short, it is creating more value with less impact. Eco-efficiency can open up significant business opportunities. Its pre-eminent goal is to grow economies qualitatively, not quantitatively. The WBCSD has developed a framework that companies can use to measure and report progress toward eco-efficiency.
Recently business has turned to consider the consumption side of the market. There are some who believe that consumption can only be sustainable if everyone consumes less. We do not share this opinion. There are several billion poor in the world who must consume more to lead healthy, satisfying lives. As populations increase so do requirements for consumption. Moreover, the ‘no growth/low consumption’ school forgets that there are no limits to new ideas, nor to ways to improve people’s lives – ways which will change the very nature of consumption” (World Business Council for Sustainable Development, 2001: ¶6).

World Business Council on Sustainable Development, 2001

“Sustainable development is about ensuring a better quality of life for everyone, now and for generations to come. Thus it combines ecological, social, and economic concerns, and offers business opportunities for companies that can improve the lives of the world’s people”  (Holliday and Pepper, 2001: 2).

“If we are to become more sustainable in the way we live our lives, we need to find new ways to satisfy our needs and aspirations. We need to find new ways to do old things, as well as new ways to do new things. Markets liberate ingenuity by encouraging experimentation and rewarding those ideas that meet people’s needs and aspirations most efficiently” Holliday and Pepper, 2001: 7).

“While the classic definition of sustainable development: “Meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” expresses the idea, it has proven hard to put into practice and communicate to the general public. Sustainable development is a holistic concept, a strategy that requires the integration of economic growth, social equity, and environmental management. Sustainable development aims to make global society not just better off, but better altogether.

One definition of sustainable development that appears to have more resonance with the general public is that used by the United Kingdom government. “Sustainable development is about ensuring a better quality of life for everyone, now and for generations to come.” This focus of sustainable development on improving quality of life is becoming more widely accepted by governments, companies, civil society organizations, and others. A quality of life focus makes the concept more aspirational, and it changes the tone and content of the sustainable development debate so that the emphasis is more on solutions than problems. 

Historically, interpretations of sustainability have tended to be reductionist. Agenda 21, for example, focuses on sustainable production and consumption as being the two “sides” of the operation of the market-supply and demand. Since over 150 countries signed up to Agenda 21 at the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, business has tended to pursue sustainable production as a way to make progress. This focus has led to the development of the concept and practice of eco-efficiency” (Holliday and Pepper, 2001: 7).

“[The WBCSD]… define eco-efficiency as being ’achieved by the delivery of competitively priced goods and services that satisfy human needs and bring quality of life, while progressively reducing ecological impacts and resource intensity throughout the life cycle, to a level at least in line with the Earth’s estimated carrying capacity’” (Holliday and Pepper, 2001: 15).

3.2.2 Discussion of Business Definitions



Business has, for the most part, adopted (not surprisingly) the approach that many other economic (and governmental) groups, such as the World Bank, use.  They have adopted the optimistic notion that sustainable development means a better world for all.  Furthermore, they have adopted terminology that doesn’t appear in other sectors such as “eco-efficiency.”  The authors feel that the use of "sustainability" terminology in the business community has largely allowed the private sector to adopt "sustainability” principles pleasing to both ENGOs and government while simply maintaining many of the current management practices...  In other words, businesses initially adopted only those principles of SD that they saw as useful tools for (economic) profit maximization (e.g. efficiency of energy/material use); and saw environmental benefits as a side effect, not the targeted goal.  While this was certainly applies to the initial responses of businesses to SD, it appears as though some businesses are beginning to adopt an approach towards sustainability closer to that of the other sectors with equal emphases on social and environmental health.

Perhaps the most concerning aspect common to many of the business definitions provided is the way in which they hope to “improve the quality of life” of the rest of the world through “growth,” which in turn implies increasing “consumption.”  From this perspective  “sustainable development” translates into “introducing the rest of the world to our goods and services, thereby providing us with new markets while simultaneously increasing their quality of life”.  This approach assumes a correlation between quality of life and consumption.  However, this is an unsubstantiated claim
 which is highly problematic for the notion of sustainable development since consumption (at the rates that the wealthy nations have had in the past and have at present) is unsustainable. Rees and Wackernagel, the innovators of the ecological footprint concept, have shown that if all people on the planet consumed at the high rates found in the wealthy countries, we would require 3 to 4 additional planets to meet the demands for natural capital and natural services (Wackernagel, 1996).  One reply to this counter-argument is that through innovation and eco-efficiency, consumption levels can increase while minimizing environmental impact by a “factor of four” or perhaps as much as a factor of ten.  

The sustainability discourse for the private sector has begun to include many terms that relate to social dimensions including “triple bottom line” and “corporate social responsibilities”.  Triple bottom line is defined by SustainAbility as “the central challenge of sustainable development - the global need to simultaneously increase society’s economic, social, and natural value.” (SustainAbility, 2001: ¶33) It challenges businesses to include social and environmental values into their accounts, not just economic ones.  

The Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade posted the definition of corporate social responsibilities as “Comprising, but not exclusively, human rights, respect for international labour standards, protection of the environment, bribery and corruption, and the impact of corporate activity on humanitarian considerations generally.” (Canada, 2000: ¶4)  

In summary, it would appear that most businesses initially neglected the social dimension of sustainability and focused almost exclusively on environment-economy interfaces.  For several years now, however, the leading businesses have expanded their understanding of SD to include all three components:  environmental, economic and social.  The challenge of moving to a full “triple bottom line” approach will ultimately transform those businesses that take it seriously.  Indeed John Elkington (the inventor of the triple bottom line concept) describes them as being in the “chrysalis” stage.

3.3 Civil Society

3.3.1 Definitions

Allen, R., 1980 

“Sustainable development - development that is likely to achieve lasting satisfaction of human needs and improvement of the quality of human life” (Allen, 1980 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶4).

IUCN, UNEP, WWF, 1991

Sustainable development as “improving the quality of human life while living within the carrying capacity of supporting ecosystems” and sustainability as “a characteristic of process or state that can be maintained indefinitely” (IUCN et al., 1991 as cited in Trzyna, 1995: 211).

National Research Council, 1991 

“World conservation strategy should include management of the use of a resource so it can meet human demands of the present generation without decreasing opportunities for future generations” (National Research Council, 1991 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶34).

Holmberg, J., 1992 

“Sustainable development is an intuitively powerful concept that, as commonly understood, provides a useful guide for development practitioners. It involves trade-offs between biological, economic, and social systems and is found in the interactive zone between these systems. There are a number of international factors that may be necessary, but insufficient, conditions for sustainable development on a national level, including peace, debt reduction, more propitious terms of trade and non-declining foreign aid. There are also several dilemmas related to the concept, including the role of growth as the unquestioned objective of economic policy, techniques for measuring sustainable development, the trade-offs between conflicting environmental goals and the limited time and distance horizons of elected politicians” (Holmberg, 1992 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶42).

Schultink, G., 1992 

“Sustainable development may be defined as the development and management of natural resources to ensure or enhance the long-term productive capacity of the resource base and improve the long-term wealth and well-being derived from alternative resource use systems, with acceptable environmental impacts” (Schultink, 1992 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶37).

Vavrousek, J., Working Group on Sustainable Development, 1994.

“Sustainable living: such ways of life which strive for ideals of humanism and preservation of Nature, based on responsibilities towards present as well as future generations of Humankind and on respect for life and non-living parts of Nature. 

Sustainable society: a society following sustainable ways of life, establishing a dynamic harmony with Nature, based mostly on the use of renewable sources of energy and raw materials. Each civilization, society, nation, ethnic group could search for its own way to sustainable living, respecting its own cultural roots, economic conditions, and environmental situation and taking into account the collective wisdom of Humankind” (Vavrousek, 1994 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶46).

Kato. S., Working Group on Sustainable Development, 1994.

“Sustainability: A new way of life and approach to social and economic activities for all societies, rich and poor, which is compatible with the preservation of the environment” (Kato, 1994 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶47).

Breitmeier, H., IIASA, Laxenburg, Austria, 1995.  

“The sustainable development concept includes 3 parts: i. the environment is an integral part of the economy and vice versa; ii. intra-generational equity; iii. inter-generational equity” (Breitmeier, 1995 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶50).

International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives, 1996

“Sustainable development is a program to change the process of economic development so that it ensures a basic quality of life for all people, and protects the ecosystems and community systems that make life possible and worthwhile” (International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives, 1996: 3).

The Baha’I International Community, 1996

“…the material aspects of community development – environmental, economic and social policies; production, distribution, communication and transportation systems; and political, legal and scientific processes – must be driven by spiritual principles and priorities” (Baha’I International Community, 1996: 1).

RAND Corporation, 1997

“The term ’sustainable community‘ is often defined uniquely by each community, on the basis of its individual interests, needs, and culture. Most sustainable community definitions focus on long-term integrated systems approaches, healthy communities, and quality-of-life issues by addressing economic, environmental, and social issues. The concept recognizes that economic, environmental, and social issues are interdependent and integrated. To stress the importance of addressing and balancing these issues, many have used the analogy of a three-legged stool. The legs of the stool represent economic, social, and environmental components and the seat is sustainability. If any of the three are not healthy, then the stool falls over and sustainability cannot ever be achieved. 


Economic issues include good jobs, good wages, stable businesses, appropriate technology development and implementation, business development, etc. If a community does not have a strong economy, then it cannot be healthy and sustainable over the long term. 

From an environmental standpoint, a community can be sustainable over the long term only if it is not degrading its environment or using up finite resources. Environmental concerns include protecting human and environmental health; having healthy ecosystems and habitat; reducing and/or eliminating pollution in water, air, and land; providing green spaces and parks for wildlife, recreation, and other uses; pursuing ecosystem management; protecting biodiversity; etc. 

A community must also address social issues. If a community has significant social problems, such as serious crime, then it cannot be healthy and stable over the long term. Furthermore, such a community probably will not be able to address other key community issues, such as environmental problems, because it is so busy dealing with its social problems. Social issues addressed in sustainable community efforts include education, crime, equity, inner-city problems, community building, spirituality, environmental justice, etc. Since this report is focusing on P2 activities, the social issues are not emphasized. However, social issues are considered an important leg of the sustainability stool. 

A major assumption of the sustainable community definition is that trying to address such issues in isolation eventually ends up hurting some other part of the community's health. For example, if a community focuses only on economic issues, the environment usually suffers. Only by addressing such issues in an integrated fashion can a healthy community be developed which can thrive for the next 10, 20, 50, and 100 years or more. 

Most communities also recognize that sustainability is an evolutionary process. Currently, most experts agree that in the United States a sustainable community does not exist that has achieved sustainability, namely, a community with comprehensive environmental, social, and economic health and stability for many generations to come. Communities are evolving toward sustainability and more sustainable practices. Creating sustainability is a learning process. 

Most sustainable community efforts also involve an open process in which every member of the community is encouraged to participate. The focus is on consensus building for the community. The emphasis is on communication and cooperation among many different interests and stakeholders from the community and also from those outside the geographic community if their actions might affect the community. Compromise by special interests is also key where necessary. All the different segments of the community at the local and regional level, including businesses, individuals, environmental and community groups, and government, need to work together cooperatively to move toward sustainability. There is also the recognition that communities are not isolated; they are interdependent with their region, the country, and the world. The phrase, "Think long term and globally, and act locally" applies. 

This open participatory process focuses on communication, cooperation, and compromise by many different stakeholders to build consensus. Stakeholders include the general public, academia, industry, government, environmental groups, and community groups. Such a process frequently is very time consuming and may take years to develop. Often many public community meetings are held as part of this process as the different groups learn to trust, communicate with, and listen to one another. 

Another critical dimension to creating a sustainable community is fostering a sense of community. Such sustainability activities try to enhance individuals' and organizations' feelings of attachment, value, and connection to the community. Many experts feel that only by caring about and feeling a part of their neighborhood, town, county, and/or city will individuals truly work together over the long term to develop a healthy community. 

To summarize, a sustainable community effort consists of a long-term integrated and systems approach to developing and achieving a healthy community by addressing economic, environmental, and social issues. Fostering a strong sense of community is also an important part of such efforts. This definition is the one used throughout this report. Note that others may not define this term in quite the same way” (RAND, 1997: ¶2 –16).

Porter, D. Urban Land Institute, 2000

“Sustainable Development – a two-word phrase with a thousand meanings. “Sustainable” implies forever, perpetuity, constant rebirth and renewal, an inexhaustible system. “Development” connotes change, growth, expansion, production, movement. Both words speak of time, evolutionary process, constructive adaptation.  But each word modifies the other.  Development, to be sustainable, must somehow incorporate renewal that ensures the continuity of matter, resources, populations, cultures.  Sustainability, to incorporate development, must allow change and adaptation to new conditions. Today, the two ideas together speak of balancing economic and social forces against the environmental imperatives of resource conservation and renewal for the world tomorrow” (Porter, 2000: 1).

Conservation International, 2001 

“Conservation International (CI) believes that the Earth's natural heritage must be maintained if future generations are to thrive spiritually, culturally, and economically” (Conservation International, 2001: ¶1).

Worldwatch, 2001 

“The Worldwatch Institute is dedicated to fostering the evolution of an environmentally sustainable society--one in which human needs are met in ways that do not threaten the health of the natural environment or the prospects of future generations. The Institute seeks to achieve this goal through the conduct of inter-disciplinary non-partisan research on emerging global environmental issues, the results of which are widely disseminated throughout the world” (Worldwatch, 2001: ¶1).

West London Friends of the Earth, 2001
“Sustainability means living within the resources of the planet without damaging the environment now or within the future. It also means having an economic system that provides a genuine quality of life, rather than depending on increased consumption” (WLFOE, 2001: ¶2).

3.3.2 Discussion of Civil Society’s Definitions


The role of civil society in SD issues has grown significantly in the past few years.  Many NGOs and community groups have become engaged within the discussion of sustainability, sustainable development, and sustainable communities

We found that civil society, in general, does not distinguish the terms of sustainability and sustainable development.  Throughout their writings, some NGOs use the terms interchangeably with the presumption that the audience knows that they are interchangeable as well. Several NGO’s, however, avoid the term sustainable development because they think it favours (old-style, business-as-usual) development over sustainability. 

Finally, the nature of local community groups leads to a greater emphasis on defining sustainable communities.  Similar to their use of sustainability and sustainable development, this sector often employs the term “sustainable communities” synonymously with “sustainable societies”.  Civil society organizations also often include terms such as “sustainable living”, “spirituality” and “culture” into their definitions.

There is a fairly broad range of definitions within the sector that perhaps represents the varying perspectives of different community groups.  On the whole however, there is a stronger emphasis on social aspects and quality of life, followed by environmental issues and lastly, economic development. 

3.4 Academia

Without a doubt, academia has devoted the most attention to defining sustainable development, sustainability, and sustainable communities.  Although many academics have written on behalf of community groups and/or NGOs, businesses, and especially governments, the definitions found in this section of the report came strictly from peer-reviewed documents.

We felt that it would be interesting to begin the academic discussion with an examination of some of the literary roots of the “sustainability” terms in question.  All derive from the latin sustineo, sustinere which means “to hold up, keep up, support, sustain; to bear, endure; to withstand, hold out against; to tolerate, to undertake, be equal to; to maintain, feed, nourish, sustain, to hold back, check, restrain, defer, delay, prolong” (Handford and Herberg, 1966).  

Furthermore, the Oxford Dictionary defines “sustain” as follows: 1. to support, bear the weight of, esp. for a long period. 2. give strength to; encourage; support. 4. endure; stand; bear up against. Maintain or keep. Maintained continuously over a long period” (Oxford Dictionary, 1996).


These notions of “enduring”, “maintaining”, “keeping” and for “extended periods” form the ontological basis for sustainability and are not necessarily unique to academia.  Nevertheless, they do inform many of the definitions below.

3.4.1 Definitions

Clark, W. 1986 

“A major challenge of the coming decades is to learn how long-term large-scale interactions between environment and development can be better managed to increase the prospects for ecologically sustainable improvements in human well-being” (Clark and Munn, 1986: 5).

Repetto, R., 1986 

“The core of the idea of sustainability, then, is the concept that current decisions should not impair the prospects for maintaining or improving future living standards... This implies that our economic systems should be managed so that we can live off the dividend of our resources, maintaining and improving the asset base. This principle also has much in common with the ideal concept of income that accountants seek to determine: the greatest amount that can be consumed in the current period without reducing prospects for consumption in the future. 

This does not mean that sustainable development demands the preservation of the current stock of natural resources or any particular mix of human, physical and natural assets. As development proceeds, the composition of the underlying asset base changes. 

There is broad agreement that pursuing policies that imperil the welfare of future generations, who are unrepresented in any political or economic forum, is unfair” (Repetto, 1986 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶7).

Barbier, E., 1987 

“The concept of sustainable economic development as applied to the Third World... is therefore directly concerned with increasing the material standard of living of the poor at the "grassroots" level, which can be quantitatively measured in terms of increased food, real income, educational services, health care, sanitation and water supply, emergency stocks of food and cash, etc., and only indirectly concerned with economic growth at the aggregate, commonly national, level. In general terms, the primary objective is reducing the absolute poverty of the world's poor through providing lasting and secure livelihoods that minimize resource depletion, environmental degradation, cultural disruption and social instability” (Barbier, 1987 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶9).

Goodland R. and Ledoc, G, 1987. 

“Sustainable development is here defined as a pattern of social and structured economic transformations (i.e. development) which optimizes the economic and societal benefits available in the present, without jeopardizing the likely potential for similar benefits in the future. A primary goal of sustainable development is to achieve a reasonable (however defined) and equitably distributed level of economic well-being that can be perpetuated continually for many human generations. 

Sustainable development implies using renewable natural resources in a manner which does not eliminate or degrade them, or otherwise diminish their usefulness for future generations... Sustainable development further implies using non-renewable (exhaustible) mineral resources in a manner which does not unnecessarily preclude easy access to them by future generations... Sustainable development also implies depleting non-renewable energy resources at a slow enough rate so as to ensure the high probability of an orderly society transition to renewable energy sources” (Goodland and Ledoc, 1987 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶10).

Allaby, M., 1988 

“Sustainable development - economic development that can continue indefinitely because it is based on the exploitation of renewable resources and causes insufficient environmental damage for this to pose an eventual limit” (Allaby, 1988 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶13).

O’Riordan, 1988

“Sustainability appears to be accepted as the mediating term designed to bridge the gulf between ‘developers’ and ‘environmentalists’.  Its beguiling simplicity and apparently self-evident meaning have obscured its inherent ambiguity.  Its survival attests to the fact that developmental interests now recognize that much more serious attention must be paid to incorporating a thorough understanding of environmental processes into project investment calculus, if for no other reason that failure to do so may result in environmental side-effects that carry economic losses.  But the perseverance of the concept goes far beyond that. Developers now realize that under the guise of sustainability almost any environmentally sensitive programme can be justified.  They thereby seek to exploit the very ambiguities that give sustainability its staying power.  Similarly, environmentalists abuse sustainability by demanding safeguards and compensatory investments that are not always economically efficient or socially just.  It becomes so abused as to be meaningless, certainly as a device to straddle the ideological conflicts that pervade contemporary environmentalism.  Once the notions that underlie sustainability are politicized, the concept is effectively devalued.

The notion of sustainability applies most conveniently to the replenishable use of renewable resources.  The aim is to benefit from the advantages provided by such resources to the point where the rate of ‘take’ equals the rate of renewal, restoration or replenishment…” (O’Riordan, 1988: 29)

“It [sustainable development] is probably going to languish as a ‘good idea’, which cannot sensibly be put into practice – like ‘democracy’ and ‘accountability’.   Its ambiguity has been abused politically into both a strength and as a weakness by bending its meaning to capture support from varying groups” (O’Riordan, 1998: 48).

Turner, 1988

“The term sustainability has appeared in a range of contexts (environmental and developmental) and probably most prominently in publications like the World Conservation Strategy and the UK response to that document as set out by the Conservation and Development Programme for the UK, 1982.  The precise meaning of terms such as ‘sustainable resource usage’, ‘sustainable growth’ and sustainable development’ has so far proved elusive.  Intuitively, sustainability arguments seem to be stressing the need to view environmental protection and continuing economic growth (in terms of growth of per capita real incomes over time) as mutually compatible and not necessarily conflicting objectives.   Sustainability could therefore imply compatibility with natural resource base limitations and biospherical waste assimilation capacities, and require a search for what Clark (1976) has termed bioeconomic equilibria” (Turner, 1988: 5).

Costanza, R., The Wuppertal Institute, 1994. 

“Sustainability: An ecological system is healthy and free from 'distress syndrome' if it is stable and sustainable, that is, if it is active and maintains its structure (organization) function (vigor) and autonomy over time and is resilient to stress” (Costanza, 1994 as cited in Murcott, 1997: ¶49).

Gregory et al., The Dictionary of Human Geography, 1994

“Community: A social network of interacting individuals, usually concentrated into a defined territory… ‘A matter of custom and of shared modes of thought or expression, all of which have no other sanction than tradition’: one belongs to a community, but may be conscious of that only when it is threatened” (Johnston, 1994: 80-81).

“Sustainable Development: According to the World Commission on Environment and Development, which popularized the term in its 1987 report, sustainable development is the ‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (43). The notion of sustainability has roots in utilitarian resource management, in the technocratic concept of sustained yield such renewable resourced as forests and fisheries – the level of extraction that could be maintained without lessening future levels.  The contemporary concept of sustainable development differs in its insistence on the complex interrelationship of the physical and the social.  Yet some of the problems, in definition and in practice, with the idea of sustainable yield are also problems with the broader idea of globally sustainable development – particularly those posed by the continual redefinition and revaluation of resources by technological change.  The idea has also come under attack from those who see ultimate limits to growth making further development – as usually understood in terms of economic growth – and sustainability as being mutually exclusive.  Others have criticized sustainable development as a convenient formula used to maintain the notion of avoiding or finessing intractable questions of distribution.  If sustainable development has proven conceptually elusive, however, it has provided a focal point for discussion and debate in the chaotic realm of global change, and a reminder of the need to integrate questions of environmental conservation with those of livelihood, especially in the developing world” (Emel, 1994: 611).

Euston and Gibson, 1995

“We interpret sustainability broadly to mean a condition in which natural systems and social systems survive and thrive together indefinitely.  Sustainability represents a distinctively contemporary imperative, stemming from persistent, unfulfilled claims of solidarity and justice, a deepening understanding of the interrelatedness of life, and stark realities of the destruction of nature” (Euston and Gibson, 1995: 5).

Munro, 1995

 “Sustainable development is the complex of activities that can be expected to improve the human condition in such a manner that the improvement can be maintained” (Munro, 1995: 29).

Viederman, 1995

“Sustainability is a vision of the future that provides us with a road map and helps to focus our attention on a set of values and ethical, moral principles by which to guide our actions, as individuals, and in relation to the institutional structures with which we have contact – governmental and non-governmental, work-related, and other” (Viederman, 1995: 37).

Meadowcroft, J., 1997

“To characterize any existing institution or process as “sustainable” is to make a specific kind of prediction about the future, based upon an assessment of current conditions” (Meadowcroft, 1997: 169).

Kitchen et al., 1997

“Since the publication of Our Common Future in 1987, many governments have been searching for ways to achieve sustainable development.  While there has been wide-ranging discussions regarding the meaning of sustainable development in practical terms, many people agree that it identifies a vision in which the following aspects are important: (1) meet basic needs, (2) maintain ecological integrity and diversity (3) merge environment and economics in decision making, (4) keep options open for future generations, (5) reduce injustice, and (6) increase self determination” (Kitchen et al., 1997: 647).

Todaro, M.P, 1997
“NNP*= GNP - Dm-Dn, in other words, sustainable development can be seen as (NNP being Sustainable National Income ) equaling Dm (the depreciation of manufactured capital assets) minus depreciation of environmental capital (the monetary value of environmental decay over the year)” (Todaro, 1997: 342).

Isbister, 1998

“sustainable development: development that protects its environmental base so that it can be continued into the indefinite future. Accordingly to this way of looking at the issue, economic growth that fails to protect its environment is not true to development, because it can not be sustained" (Isbister, 1998: 152).

Heal, G within Chichlinsky, Heal, and Vercelli, A. (eds.), 1998

“…sustainability lies in two axioms

· a symmetric treatment of the present and of the long-term future, which places a positive value on the very long run, together with

· explicit recognition of the intrinsic value of environmental assessments” (Chichlinsky et al., 1998: 9).

Blowers & Young, 2000

“…sustainable urban development requires certain conditions to be filled.  First there is a need for policies to promote greater social equality… Second, sustainable urban development needs to be planned over the long term. It requires a system of integrated and strategic planning linking social and physical criteria at the global, national and local scales”  (Blowers & Young, 2000: 106).

Kohn et al., 1999

“The terms sustainability has evolved over the years as we have learned more and more about the complexities of the social, economic, and biological worlds.  We now recognize that sustainability does not mean perpetuating the status quo; this is an impossibility because it would neglect change as a stabilizing mechanism in an every changing (evolutionary) world.  Moreover, sustainability actually incorporates a variety of concepts operating on different regional scales, different time scales, and on different levels of human action. Ironically, a constituent property of sustainability is change.  Change is the context of policy responses to human-environment conflict; it is a constitutional property of all systems.  This implies that sustainability does not belong exclusively to the realm of policy-environment interactions. Sustainability is a process which takes place in systems which themselves induce changes and are subject to change.  Sustainability, then, does not mean perpetuating a system in static equilibrium, but rather maintaining the resilience of social and environmental systems.  It is the outcome of self-organization and self-regulation which allows a system to respond effectively to changing conditions” (Kohn et al., 1999: xv).

Bell et al., 2000
Bell et al. define sum up sustainable development as a “legacy” issue. In other words – what is going to happen in the future to our children from the decisions we make today. They note it as inclusive of “economic and capital” ideas and notions. This agrees with much of the literature (especially recent literature) which is including ecological economics into the definition of sustainability (Bell et al., 2000).

They do note other perspectives, such the World Bank who uses a “triple bottom line” approach to define sustainability: social, environmental and economic capital. In other words, “sustainable development entails passing on to future generations an equal or preferably enhanced stock of economic, natural, social and human capital” (Bell et al., 2000: 4-5).
“In effect, sustainable development proposes a new paradigm of decision making for all sectors of society…and requires a better appreciation of the complex interconnections between the economic, social and environmental aspects of current challenges” (Bell et al., 2000: 5).

In summary, Bell et al. touch consider sustainable development to involve “new types of collaboration…new lens that broadens vision…visioning and goal setting…steering society in the right direction…full cost accounting…new tools…[and] decision making integrated at many levels” (Bell et al., 2000: 6-9).

Sudhir, A, and Sen, A., 2000

“…sustainable development reflects a basic belief that the interests of future generations should receive the same kind of attention that those in present generation get” (Sudhir and Sen, 2000: 2030).

Bell D. and Schwartzberg P.,  2000. 
Bell and Schwartzberg provide a number of conclusions on “sustainability” that pertain to this document. Firstly, they argue that the term has come out of humanity’s realization of the finite nature of planet Earth due in part to the images and experiences of the space program.

They also go on to note that “sustainable development has emerged as the new paradigm that can help the inhabitants of “spaceship earth” charter a new course to a better future” (Bell and Schwartzberg, 2000: 4).
Furthermore, they state that “Since the meeting of the Earth Summit, many new conceptualizations of sustainable development have appeared. The most basic is the ‘egg of sustainability’ model which identifies the yolk as people/society; and the white as the surrounding biosphere. Sustainability implies that both people and the ecosystem must be healthy. The egg of sustainability notion has the advantage of simplicity – but perhaps it is too simple. Perhaps too much gets lumped together under the single category of ‘people’” (Bell and Schwartzberg, 2000: 5).

In terms of community sustainability, they remark “Canada has been described as a “community of communities”. One virtue of this description is that it highlights the importance of scale. The concept community is extremely flexible. The root of the term community is the French word commun from which we derive the word “common”. By definition, members of a community have something in common. But this does not mean that communities are small, cosy units” (Bell and Schwartzberg, 2000: 7-8).

They also note that “a sustainable community makes choices that simultaneously enhance or maintain the well-being of both people and the ecosystem, while avoiding placing unbearable burdens -- environmental, economic or social -- on future generations” (Bell and Schwartzberg, 2000: 9).

They conclude by stating their belief that: 

“The emergence of the private sector as the dominant societal institution of the 21st century poses a huge sustainability challenge, but it also presents an important opportunity. To bend the curve toward sustainability will require the transformation of business, and the adoption of sustainability as a core business value.

The notion that business is responsible only to its shareholders, and that its only raison d’etre is to increase shareholder value by making money and growing the “bottom line”, is gradually giving way to a new business paradigm. This paradigm recognizes the concept of the “triple bottom line” – the insistence that businesses have important environmental and social responsibilities in addition to the traditional economic imperative to make money. In other words, leading businesses are starting to make a commitment to sustainability, and are increasingly interested in supporting local sustainability initiatives.

An entire new business sector is emerging for which sustainability not simply a (triple) bottom line commitment -- a way of reducing expenditures and enhancing social legitimacy and demonstrating environmental responsibility; but is instead a “top line” opportunity – a source of revenue created by offering products or services that provide solutions to sustainability issues and challenges. Companies that see themselves as being in the “business of sustainability” are strong potential partners for community sustainability initiatives” (Bell and Schwartzberg, 2000: 15-16).

Olson, R. 2001

“…sustainable development is not only about the environment but about changing patterns of economic, technological, urban, and social development” (Olson, R. 2001:18).

3.4.2 Discussion of Academia’s Definitions

Academics have spent the most time deciphering the subtleties in the meanings of sustainability, sustainable development, and sustainable communities.   Their writings express a greater sensitivity to the exact words employed in the definition.  For example, they are usually clear in noting the distinction between sustainability and sustainable development; and therefore, within this sector, these terms are not interchanged as often as they are in other sectors. 

We found definitions for the terms from a large variety of academic disciplines, from political science to philosophy. This is a testament to the range of disciplines that are interested in this notion and also shows the extent to which academia as a whole has engaged the “definition debate”.  Sustainability definitions are different depending on the disciplinary background, though there are some common aspects to many of the definitions within the sector.  For example, academic definitions tend to note the temporally dynamic nature of the term.  Additionally, definitions within this sector often contain references to the future, quality of life and the environment in some context or another suggesting that these components are central to academic definitions.  Finally, there is an emphasis on environment and social over economics within the definitions found through this research.

4.0 Findings


Our overall findings from this research process are the following:

1) Governments tend to stick to the definition of sustainable development that was created by the Brundtland Commission.

2) Businesses initially tended towards definitions that included such terms as eco-efficiency, innovation, and new markets with a focus on economics over social and environmental considerations, but this is beginning to change with some companies.

3) Few businesses have engaged in the discussion over the definition for sustainable communities.

4) Government, business, and civil society, in general, use sustainable development and sustainability interchangeably, whereas academia is more sensitive to this distinction.

5) Government and especially civil society are more interested in action (measuring SD and using indicators) than engaging in a debate over the definitions.

6) Academia and civil society both have a fairly large diversity in terms of the three definitions; business tends to be the most focused.

7) The greatest amount of work (in terms of providing definitions) has been done on the term “sustainable development” rather than “sustainability” or “sustainable communities”

To make sense of the abundance of definitions, we have provided a brief summary on the notion of sustainability as a whole, informed from the four different perspectives noted in the previous section (Chapter 3).  Since the terms sustainable, sustainability as well as sustainable community and sustainable development are all associated and related, the summary deals with the concept of sustainability as a whole rather than each of the specific terms.

To be blunt, sustainability terminology lacks singularly accepted definitions.  To generalize, sustainability is an “essentially contested concept” that has acted as a call to action and a new paradigm of thinking in light of the environmental, social and economic concerns of the late 20th and early 21st century.  At its core, however, it has several principles that usually come up in definitions and these are outlined below.

· Sustainable development is generally concerned with both the health of the planet as a provider of life systems for humanity (natural capital or, alternatively, ecosystem goods and services), and in the establishment of knowledgeable and empowered societies (at all levels). 

·  It involves the notion of long term thinking and a “legacy” for future generations in the sense that current society will be able to pass on a planet in a condition equal to, or greater than, (in terms of environmental, social, human and economic capital) to their children, relative to the one they inherited. 

· However, the lack of a clear definition has allowed “sustainable development” to take on many forms by many groups and this has not only promoted its inclusion in a broad range of fields, but has also sparked discussion on what constitutes “sustainability”. 

Therefore, the very fact that it lacks a precise definition has been one of its strengths.  The caveat, however, that must be remembered is that many  “users” tailor the definition to suit their own needs.

· In general, the term borrows heavily on economic notion of “building up capital and living off of the interest” but recognizes the importance of natural systems in supporting human society. This idea can be expanded further to “weak” sustainability versus “strong” sustainability.  Weak sustainability allows for substitutability of built for natural capitalism, whereas the latter firmly states that the natural capital must stay intact and never be depleted. 

· It also acknowledges the complexity and interconnectedness of all systems – human, social, economic and ecological – and that the survival of any one system is interdependent on the health of the others.  

· Sustainable development takes form in many different faces from ecological economics, to ecosystem health to triple-bottom-line economics to outright “sustainable development”. All of these fields are based on the concepts that make up sustainability.

Although the term sustainability originates from a resource management background, it has allowed environmentalists and social reform groups to engage decision makers (governments and communities for the most part) on issues of development so as to ensure a better future for the planet and all its inhabitants.

The implementation of sustainable development on a global scale will require action at all levels from global to local. Governments, local community groups, businesses and many other stakeholders must be involved in the implementation of the ideas and practices associated with these terms.  It is not clear whether this action depends on a shared definition, or can be strengthened by engaging in a participatory process of developing definitions.

5.0 Recommendations to the Sustainable Toronto Project

We recommend that the Sustainable Toronto Project adopt a definition that encompasses the traditional concepts of sustainability, while including some of the specific ST project goals (Multi-stakeholder involvement, Capacity-Building, Information for Decision-Making, Transformed Governance, Collaborative Projects, Education/Training/ Awareness). 

With these notions in mind, we propose the following definitions for Sustainable Toronto:

Sustainability: 

“Sustainability is an approach to decision making that considers the interconnections and impacts of economic, social and environmental factors on today’s and  future generations’ quality of life.  It is a dynamic and evolving notion, and as a process, it strives to be participatory, transparent, equitable, informed, and accountable.”

We feel that the notions of sustainable development and sustainability are interchangeable and therefore the two definitions below derive from the first.

Sustainable Development: 

“Sustainable development is development (economic or otherwise) that incorporates the notion of sustainability (see above definition) into the decision-making process.”

Sustainable Community: 

“A sustainable community is a community, or group of connected individuals, that employ sustainability in the creation and functioning of their community.”

5.1 Conclusion: Sustainability and Sustainable Toronto

In conclusion, we feel that the Sustainable Toronto Project should apply this definition of sustainability to bring together community members in collaborative projects to improve decision making (governance), enhance skills and capacity, and increase both citizens’ and government officials’ understanding of and commitment to sustainability.
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� There is some evidence that quality of life defined in terms of “happiness” or “subjective well-being” is not increased by increases in wealth or consumption once a modest comfort level has been attained.  For further information see www.affluenza.com.
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