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Summary

The concept of sustainable development is a response to a new awareness - a new
environmental consciousness. It accepts that the peoples of the world depend for their
survival on an ecological system that is both global and finite. Observing Nature's limits
is important in order to prevent an irreversible depletion of our life support systems.
Successful mobilization of community and human intellectual resources towards this
goal depends on a broad base of trust and co-operation. Community solidarity rests
upon some basic conditions for human dignity and social cohesion. Therefore, the role
of governance is fundamental - first in the encouragement of civil society, and,
ultimately, in facing the sustainability challenge.

The definition of sustainable development provided by the Brundtland Report is
"development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs.” (WCED 1987). While Nature imposes
limits, societies will have to search for ways to create the social capacity to pursue the
ideals of a sustainable future. Sustainable development is sometimes considered a goal
which can be achieved through the improvement of economic tools. Sustainable
development is also regarded as an objective that is important for generating and
supporting economic growth. In addition, sustainable development should be a process
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which involves raising public awareness, and using that public value to create the
momentum for change in the public system. These general points are illustrated through
an examination of the sustainability challenges facing China.

1. Introduction

The state of the environment is an important indicator of the performance of society.
When a society allows its industries and activities to produce excessive non-naturally
occurring environmental contaminants, in turn creating health hazards for its people,
that society is presenting symptoms of malfunction. Given this warning, a society ought
to revisit its path of development in search of an alternative path which is more
conducive to long term systemic improvements and maintenance, namely sustainable
development. Considering the irreversible noxious nature of many of the toxic
substances on public health, sustainable development ought to be regarded as an
overarching principle for governance. One corollary of sustainability governance is the
Precautionary Principle, adopted as part of the Rio Declaration in 1992, which states
that “In order to protect the environment, the precautionary approach shall be widely
applied by States according to their capabilities. Where there are threats of serious or
irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for
postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environmental degradation.” (For a
broader discussion of the Rio Declaration see “Sustainability in international law’)

2. Symptoms of Systemic Malfunction

According to the "Gaia hypothesis” the earth can be seen as a living organism.
Humanity is a part of this living whole, both adapting and contributing to the resilient
natural system. Survivability of the earth and the human community are not the same.
The generally accepted age for the earth and the solar system is 4.55 billion years, while
fossils of human ancestry are only 4 million years old. The earth is much older and
more resilient, and it offers a clue to understanding human vulnerability. We know that
pollution and other man-made environmentally degrading activities that are depleting
our life support systems are causing a great deal of harm to the health of the inhabitants
of the earth, but Gaia, planet earth, will most likely carry on. Its resilience and
continuity have been reflected by historical cycles of boom and bust of various life
forms such as the dinosaurs. Should the human community persist in irresponsible
behavior that causes harm to its life-support systems, it may, like other extinct life
forms, cease to exist.

The recklessness of contemporary practices leading to depletion of natural resources has
been highlighted in some revealing UN and WTO statistics: about 1.1 billion people,
17.92 per cent of humanity, including over 62 million urban dwellers, still lack access to
safe drinking water. Yet of the seventy per cent of total exploited freshwater resources
used for irrigation in farming, only thirty per cent is actually absorbed by the crops.
Although with modern agricultural practices, there has been steady improvement
towards food security, in 1997, almost 792 million people in the world were still
starving. And seventy to eighty per cent of deforestation worldwide was due largely to
land clearance for accommodating mechanized agricultural practices. The world has lost
about 4 per cent of forested areas between 1990 and 2000. Amongst other important
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natural functions, forests can mitigate climate extremes, and function as reservoirs for
fresh air, and catchments for freshwater resources. Seventy eight million people are
added to the world population each year.

Our failure to uphold, care for, or sustain what is necessary for our well-being and
survival is rendering us unfit to exist in the larger system of Gaia. Humanity's imminent
downfall can then be compared to the demise of the dinosaurs. The small brain, large
brawn of a dinosaur is a useful metaphor for those who lose the survival ability because
they become too big, their daily needs for survival are too great, and their consumption
rate surpasses the available resources of their life-support systems. These are
compounded by the failure to adjust the appetite according to changing conditions. As
Darwin's survival of the fittest concept implies, the predator-prey relationship is a
delicate one, but the relationship is reversible -- those who were once predators can also
become prey. The Gaia perspective helps to highlight the risks that are latent in our own
existence -- if we are callous about our environment or our own life-supporting systems,
we can expect to reap harsh consequences.

Many actions of the past, though drastic, irreversible and dangerous when we think of
them now, simply resulted from a combination of ignorant, perhaps innocent decisions.
In spite of the fantastic progress we have made as a species in our civilization, our proud
endowment of intelligence and the accomplishments in the realm of science and
technology, our decision-making skills are still somewhat lagging behind all these
marvelous achievements. Has our brawn become too large for our brain? Have we
increased our knowledge at the expense of our wisdom — our capacity to make wise
choices?

We seem to be ensnared by the economic framework we created. Inflation,
unemployment and ecological crises are all artifacts of modern society. We have
constructed a very complex economic system and methods of measurement, upon which
we depend for understanding our society. But these measurements leave natural, social,
and human capital off the balance sheets of governments and businesses. In turn, the
economic system greatly influences our lives and perspectives. Unfortunately, some of
the assumptions we adopted are quite erroneous. For example, as Eugene Loebl pointed
out in his 1976 publication, Humanomics, although classical economics suggests that
the dynamics of production equal that of consumption, the relationship is not so
simplistic. He argued that the American society has never really been a consumer’s
society, but is a business-oriented society. When businesses base their decisions on
profits, technology, and politics, the consumer's needs become a very insignificant
consideration, especially when the consumption pattern can be manipulated through the
power of advertisement. The general preference for fast-food over a more balanced
indigenous diet, as is prevalent in all new frontiers of the fast-food world: Mexico City,
Jakarta, Beijing, and so on, illustrates the point.

Our indulgence in the artifacts of our own invention is evident by the operation of the
world's financial markets. Nuclear physicists are hired to apply scientific theorems to
the estimation of prices and derivatives, and bio-physicists are hired to look into risk
transfer, absolute losses, built-in safeguards and so on. Such practices demonstrate how
creative businesses can become in areas where they wish to minimize risk and maximize
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profit.

The economic structural arrangement of modern society has created a dichotomy
between large transnational businesses and civil society that is_based on the different
goals of these two very significant constituents of society. The distinction may help us
to better understand why we don't seem to be promoting well-being when our economic
indices are all generally going in an upward trend. We may begin by asking these
questions: What are business activities promoting? For whom? And how?

For business, the ultimate goal is profit accumulation, which will be reinvested to
achieve greater levels of capital accumulation. The process will then repeat and the
cycle goes on. To gain profit, costs can be cut to a minimum in production, product
price can be raised and markets can be expanded. These are the basic ways of attaining
the objective of increasing profits. Though business creates employment for a great
majority of the world's population, the success of business does not necessarily imply
improvements in the quality of life or upward mobility of everyone involved in the
process. In 2001, The Centre for Social Justice released a report: When Markets Fail
People, which maintained that the periods of economic growth in the past twenty-five
years have not provided benefits to the poorest 10% of the population in Canada. The
wealth accumulation that occurred during the economic boom periods affected mainly
the top income group. Conversely, during economic recession, the poorest were the ones
who consistently suffered the most. Evidently, both economic recession (1981-1984;
1989-1993) and recovery (1973-1981; 1984-1989; 1994-1998) periods did not generate
changes in the direction of income equality. Instead the gap between the rich and the
poor has widened continuously.

The symptoms of market-driven business-oriented activities can be found everywhere
today. We have experienced an explosion of machine production, such as in the
automobile industry. Whether they are needed or not, there are always new car models
every year. Once produced, these machines place a demand on our resources such as
capital, energy, land (space) and natural amenities. An over-production of manufactured
goods is flooding the shopping malls of North America, Europe and other affluent
centers where the primary demands for these goods have already been satisfied.
Advertisement and enterprising promotion do the trick, such as the recent "zero interest"
promotion campaigns for car sales. Massive consumption and a wasteful attitude driven
by trends and fashion are promoted by advertising agencies. For a higher profit, the
added costs (management, promotion, packaging, tax and tariff, etc.) have to be
absorbed. Manufacturing cost has to be cut. With the aid of modern communication
devices and computerized management systems, manufacturing processes can be
farmed out to all the remote places of the world, including Tibet and Mongolia. This
development creates an endless flow of cheap labor, generates new economic activities
in the hinterlands, and often as part and parcel to this arrangement, the recipient
community is unable, by virtue of its place in the hierarchical commercial structure, to
devise and implement policies addressing the challenges necessary to prevent
environmental degradation.

In recent years, partly due to public outcry, which calls for better social and
environmental practices, new markets have emerged for products that are produced by
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more sustainable processes. These "sustainability brands", capitalizing on good
corporate ethics, thrive on reputation. They adopt voluntary standards and codify their
practices as a declaration of sound environmental or labor practices. Examples of such
are new environmentally aware business practices, including development in the
manufacturing sector. Specifically there is a change from selling products to selling
services in which raw materials and waste are minimized and recycled. Scavenging, or
recycling, is being revived and rediscovered to be good business. Socially responsible
investment is beginning to gain a significant niche in the financial investment domain.
Although these are important and positive changes, the global market share of these
products still remains rather low.
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