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A CALL

© TO SUSTAINABILITY

We have assumed control of nature without adequately understanding nature’s arrangements.
— WES JACKSON

On my first Boy Scout trip, in the mid-1950s, I learned the basic environmental principles
that we should leave the campsite as we found it. We were told that the next group of hikers
deserved no less, and that in fact we should clean the site up ifthose before us had been

careless. I did not as a child undesrtand that the campsite would be global or that the next

hikers would include unborn generations.

— JOHN SITTER

GOALS

To get acquainted during the introduction; to observe a
class opening. '

To establish a schedule for future meeting dates and identify
two volunteers for each session: a facilitator and someone to lead
the opening.

To introduce several definitions of sustainability.

To consider views on what will be necessary to achieve
sustainability.

BACKGROUND

Not only is sustainability an elusive concept, but the term
“sustainable” can be used to promote divergent views. For
example, sustainable development places the emphasis on
human activity, while sustainable ecosystems may require as little
human interference as possible.

The session starts with several recognized definitions of
sustainability. They include key concepts like considering future
generations, aligning with the cycles of nature, and keeping the
whole system in mind. To illustrate what can happen when a
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human society does not value these concepts, a brief history of
Easter Island by Jared Diamond is included.

In discussing sustainability, many authors cite Paul Ehrlich’s
famous equation for computing human impact on the environment:

Impact = Population x Affluence x Technology

In “No Simple Answers,” Robert Gilman, an American pioneer in
the sustainability arena, uses this formula to determine what
changes are needed for us to move to a sustainable future.

In “The Great Turning,” Joanna Macy calls us to be involved in
the work required for a massive transformation from a society based
on consumption to one based on reverence for all life.

SESSION PLAN

An earth institute volunteer will attend the first session only.
She or he will bring an opening and facilitate the discussion. Five
minutes before the end of the meeting, the class coordinator
should have members sign up to facilitate and lead openings for
the remaining sessions.
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L CIRCLE QUESTION

(Each Member Answers)

If you think about the possibility of a sustainable future, are you generally
optimistic or generally pessimistic? Explain.

Reminder to the facilitator: The circle question should move quickly. Elicit an answer from
each participant without questions or comments from others. The facilitator’s guidelines are on page 13.

PosSIBLE D1SCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Because sustainabilty is such a big topic, it can seem over-
whelming and raise feelings of various sorts. As you did the read-
ing for this session, did any feelings come to you? !

2. How did you react to the article about Easter Island? Is
the parallel drawn by the author between the island and the
earth a fair one? ‘

3. “Nature’s services” is a term that is being used to encour-
age society to give value to ecosystem processes such as bees pol-
linating blossoms. Yet this term implies that the processes are
there to serve humans. Is it a good idea to use this term?

4. In thinking about nature’s services, do any invoke special
appreciation in you?

5. Can you think of any of nature’s services that are being
lost in your local area? .

6. Did you gain any insights in reading Gilman’s article,
“No Simple Answers"? About population growth? About afflu-
ence or technology?

7. Many people see technology as a solution to all of our
problems, pointing to cleaner cars, industrial air pollution con-
trols, and electronic communication replacing paper as exam-
ples of technology’s positive track record. Have technological
advances made your life more or less ecologically sustainable?
Can you think of examples?

8. Macy says the Great Tumihg is occurring on three levels:
holding actions, structural changes, and the spiritual/

perceptual shift. Are you drawn to any of the three? Explain.

9. Macy says that for the Great Turning to happen, we must
want different things. Do you agree? In your life, what new
“want” might replace an old one?

PuTTING IT INTO PRACTICE

Lessen the burden on forests by:
e Avoiding disposables such as paper cups, towels,

. and napkins; carrying your own mug

 Eliminating junk mail

« Using recycled toilet paper

e Living in a small home or acquiring housernates

Lessen the burden on fresh water by:

« Installing low-flush toilets or practicing “minimal flushing”

« Eating less meat (The amount of water used to supply an
average home with meat is twice the amount used in the home.)

e Replacing lawn with native vegetation or letting it dry up in
the summer ‘ .

Reduce the use of fossil fuels by arranging for an energy
audit for your home. Call your utility company to schedule one,
and be sure to follow up on the recommendations. With adequate
insulation, storm windows, and sealing of air leaks, you won't use

- as much fuel to keep warm.

Reduce water pollution by declaring your yard a chemical-free
zone. More pesticides are used in yards (per unit of land) than on
farms. Pull weeds by hand, mulch heavily, and don’t expect perfection.

FURTHER READINGS AND RESOURCES

Ishmael by Daniel Quinn (1992) is a story about a dialogue
between a gorilla (the teacher) and a human (the student). The
gorilla offers a simple, profound explanation of how humaris
have gotten into our current predicament. o

A Sand County Almanac by Aldo Leopold (1949) is considered
by many to be the most influential “conservation” book of the
20th century. Through personal stories and short essays, Leopold
addresses our relationship with nature.

Beyond the Limits by Donella Meadows, Dennis Meadows, and
Jorgen Randers (1992) demonstrates through computer modeling
that we are already beyond the limits of some vital ecological
functions and that sweeping changes are necessary at this time.

The Annual State of the World reports by Worldwatch Institute
have been instrumental in raising the level of environmental lit-
eracy and shaping environmental thinking and policy.
Worldwatch Institute, 1776 Massachusetts Avenue NW,
Washington, D.C. 20036. Web site: www.worldwatch.org.

As you complete the weekly readings, remember to fill out the course evaluation
form on page 5. Your comments will help NWEI improve the course. Thank you. N
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DEFINITIONS OF SUSTAINABILITY

Sustainafnle development is meeting the needs of the present

- without compromising the ability of future generations to meet

their own needs. :
— From Our Common Future,
UN World Commission on Environment and Development

Sustainability is equity over time. As a value, it refers to giv-
ing equal weight in your decisions to the future as well as the pres-
ent. You might think of it as extending the Golden Rule through
time, so that you do unto future generations (as well as to your
present fellow beings) as you would have them do unto you.

’ — Robert Gilman, Director
Context Institute

Sustainability is rooted in looking to the inherent workings of
nature as a model, with the idea that the natural systems of the
world do work in balance to perpetuate life, and by working in

_ harmony with those natural systems, we can sustain our own

lives.
— Debra Dadd-Redalia
Sustaining thé Earth

“Sustainability” is a term that has evolved from the idea of
ssustainable development,” which was originally defined as the
realization of the development needs of all people without sacri-
fice of the earth’s capacity to sustain life. Sustainability ... simply
means achievement of a balance between human impacts and the
capacity of the natural world that can be sustained indefinitely,
taking into account three interdependent elements: the environ-
ment, the economy and the social system. A balance between the
human and natural world will demand the adoption of a new
ethic of sustainability, a new lifestyle and new expectations in
order to ensure our collective survival.

—_ From Towards Sustainability: Learning for Change,
BC Roundtable

Sustainability is part of a trend to ... consider the whole
instead of the specific. Sustainability emphasizes relationships
rather than pieces in isolation. ... Sustainability is not at all about
regressing to primitive living conditions. It is about understand-
ing our situation, and developing as communities in ways that are
equitable, and that make sense ecologically and economically.

— Center for Sustainable Communities

Activities are sustainable when they:
e use materials in continuing cycles,
e use continuously reliable sources of energy,
e come mainly from the potentials of being human, ie,
communication, creativity, coordination, appreciation, and
spiritual and intellectual development.

Activities are non-sustainable when they:
* require continual inputs of non-renewable resources,
* use renewable resources faster than their rate of renewal,
e cause cumulative degradation of the environment,
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e require resources in quantities that could never be

' sustainable for all people,

« lead to the extinction of other life forms.
— M. Nickerson, Guideposts for a Sustainable Future Project

The term “sustainable growth” is a bad oxymoron.
Sustainable development makes sense for the economy, but only
if it is understood as “development without growth” —i.e., qual-
itative improvement of a physical economic base that is main-
tained in a steady state by a throughput of matter-energy that is
within the regenerative and assimilative capacities of the,
ecosystem.

— Herman Daly, Senior Economist
World Bank
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EXCERPTS FROM EASTER’S END

By Jared Diamond from Discover magazine, August 1995
Edited by the Northwest Earth Institute

Among the most riveting mysteries of human history are
those posed by vanished civilizations. Everyone who has seen the
abandoned buildings of the Khmer, the Maya, or the Anasazi is
immediately moved to ask the same question: Why did the
societies that erected those structures disappear?

Their vanishing touches us as the disappearance of other
animals, even the dinosaurs, never can. No matter how exotic
those lost civilizations seem, their framers were humans like us.
Who is to say we won't succumb to the same fate? Perhaps someday
New York’s skyscrapers will stand derelict and overgrown with
vegetation, like the temples at Angkor Wat and Tikal.

Among all such vanished civilizations, that of the former
Polynesian society on Easter Island remains unsurpassed in mystery
and isolation. The mystery stems especially from the island’s
gigantic stone statues and its impoverished landscape.
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