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by Cynthia Pollock Shea

Editor’s Note: This issue, we welcome as
contributing editor Cynthia Pollock
Shea, research and outreach officer for
the International Institute for Sustain-
able Development (IISD). The issue
draws heavily on her extensive knowl-
edge and contacts in the field of sustain-
able development.

Earning sufficient income to afford
food, clothing, shelter, education,

and health  care is a universal desire.
Most of us also want to feel that the work
we do is meaningful and worthwhile.
Nobody wakes up in the morning intent
on destroying the earth or harming other
people. Yet this is the unintentional out-
come of many of our daily activities.

Fundamental restructuring is re-
quired so the effects of our activities
become restorative, promoting ecologi-
cal integrity, economic vitality, and so-
cial bonds. Engaging the creative talents
of individuals in a manner that is consis-
tent with their social and spiritual values
may at first sound idealistic. In fact, this
agenda is pragmatic in the extreme, as
current economic, environmental, and
social decay bears witness. Another
name for this agenda is sustainable de-
velopment, to which this issue of Making
Waves is devoted.

PUTTING SUSTAINABLE

DEVELOPMENT TO WORK AT THE

COMMUNITY LEVEL

Sustainable development is about
seeing the big picture. It’s about making
sure that the decisions we make today
will not diminish the prospects of future
generations or those in other parts of the
world. Sustainable development implies
a process of change in which the use of
resources, the direction of investments,
the orientation of technological develop-
ment, and the structure of organizations
reflect both future and present needs.

Based on the tenets of equity and
sound stewardship, sustainable develop-
ment implies wiser and more productive

use of existing human, financial, and
natural resources. The aim is to achieve
qualitative  improvements rather than
quantitative expansion. If we are to live
more sustainably, the decisions we
make  must  become more thoughtful,
more all encompassing. We need to start
thinking about the effects of our actions
before we take them, rather than always
trying to repair the damage.

Ensuring that decisions made today
will not backfire tomorrow is often dif-
ficult, but increasingly necessary. Ac-
tivities that demoralize or exclude
people are ultimately not sustainable.
The collapse of the east coast fishery,
persistent pollution in the Great Lakes
basin, and First Nation communities be-
reft of hope and skills are symptomatic
of development strategies gone wrong.
Recognizing the causes of our current
problems and resolving to redress them
is the first major step toward creating
positive change.

Designing and running our commu-
nities in a more sustainable fashion is a
major challenge. Fortunately, there are
many who have already trod the path
before us and come up with some work-
able solutions.  Much remains  to be
learned and tried, but some of the blue-
prints have already been drawn.

Focusing on options that simultane-
ously promote economic, environ-
mental, and social gain is likely to result
in a net increase in total employment. It
will certainly result in a net increase in
quality of life. Developing a new vision
of the future—one that is spiritually and
environmentally restorative—will lead
to many new research, design, manufac-
turing, marketing, and recycling jobs.

“Many of the technologies required
to reduce throughput and restore natural
systems have already been invented,”
says author and businessman Paul
Hawken. “Now we need to put people
back to work using them.”

When assessing new job creation
and employment options, people can
ask a number of questions to  help
determine the economic, environmental,
andsocial impactof theactivity inquestion.
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Economic Impact

Does the employment:

o provide products/services in demand
for a reasonable period of time?

o produce an acceptable return on in-
vestment for the employer?

o provide a wage?

o generate exports  or substitute im-
ports?

o form part  of a competitive enter-
prise?

Environmental Impact

Does the employment:

o help to achieve environmental targets?

o correct or mitigate a problem?

o increase resource and energy effi-
ciency?

o decrease the use and release of toxins?

o maintain or enhance environmental
integrity?

Social Impact

Does the employment enhance the qual-
ity of life by:

o promoting community survival, sta-
bility, and development?

o promoting family stability?

o encouraging education and the learn-
ing of skills in demand?

o providing training that will lead to
ongoing employment opportunities?

o enhancing social equity?

THINKING STRATEGICALLY

Preparing your community,  your
company, your organization, or yourself
for the future means thinking strategi-
cally. Where do future opportunities lie?
Where are your current strengths and
weaknesses? How do you want your
community to look and function five,
ten, or fifty years from now? How will
you generate the necessary income
streams? Where are your most effective
leverage  points?  What activities can
your  organization  be  instrumental  in
catalyzing or carrying out?

A new set of relationships is clearly
needed to act on the best ideas from
government, the private sector,  and

community organizations. Effective al-
liances can come closest to satisfying all
parties if there is mutual understanding
and agreement on the desired objective
and the means to achieve it. When peo-
ple are involved in a project from the
outset, they develop a sense of owner-
ship, acquire new skills, and are em-
powered to make decis ions for
themselves.

Top-down management approaches
in both government and business create
dependency and discourage, rather than
foster, individual initiative. In times of
rapid change, increased individual and
community self-reliance become essen-
tial. Even as the economy and people’s
view of the world becomes more global,
the individual pieces must become
stronger and more resilient.

Expecting the public sector to pro-
vide people with jobs or a guaranteed
income is no longer realistic—nor is it
affordable. We need to recognize that
government alone cannot solve our
problems. It’s true that government must
put the necessary policy framework in
place, but it cannot possibly control and
deliver all the technical expertise, train-
ing, networking, and financing required
to achieve a sustainable future.

A growing number of business, gov-
ernment,  and  community leaders  are
starting to recognize their shared goals.
Businesses need  bright, talented, and
satisfied individuals in order to earn the
profits that are essential to their survival.
They need well-maintained, efficient in-
frastructure. And they need a healthy
environment that will provide them with
quality resources and attract educated
people to the area.

When communities, individuals, and
investors begin to realize that they have
a choice regarding which type of com-
pany they want to recruit, work for, or
put their money into, they will increas-
ingly choose firms that care about prof-
its, the planet, and people.

Community organizations with a pri-
marily social focus are beginning to re-
alize that economic vitality and
environmental health are critical compo-
nents of their own success. Government
funds are drying up and philanthropic
organizations are feeling overwhelmed
by the rising demand for their financial
resources. Groups like the Edmonton
Recycling Society, profiled in this issue,
recognize  the strength, independence,

and longevity that steady income
streams can provide (p. 8).

The success of this highly inventive
and innovative organization can be rep-
licated with the right vision, leadership,
and persistent drive for excellence. Un-
fortunately, as the experience of Com-
munity Opportunities Development
Association (Cambridge, Ontario) illus-
trates, innovation is not always a strong
point of those in authority (p. 11). Some-
times keeping the status quo in the short
term is just too attractive, when it is
long-term solutions that we need.

The Cascadia Revolving Fund (p.
14) makes loans to people and busi-
nesses that are short on collateral, but
long on vision and talent. Sarita Furni-
ture and Boreal Edge Ecoventures both
fall into this category (see articles pp. 16
and 17, respectively).

There are many sectors that provide
opportunities  for linking social, eco-
nomic, and environmental values. “Sus-
tainability and the Job Market” (p. 3),
and several other articles in this issue
profile some particularly promising ex-
amples. “Aquaculture in Charlotte
County” (p. 6) describes how an indus-
try has grown from the community level
up in New Brunswick. Solar-powered
boats and sewage treatment plants are
among the remarkable technological in-
novations described on pages 13 and
19-20.

Communities that spend their tax
dollars to support and assist environ-
mentally and socially responsible firms
and organizations will be buying a sus-
tainable future for their citizens. All too
often  these monies are still allocated
indiscriminately. They are tapped by
those with historical or political ties to a
community, or by large companies or
projects that deliver many promises, but
few long-term jobs. The costs and bene-
fits of spending public sector funds must
increasingly be assessed on the basis of
their economic, environmental, and so-
cial payback.

Developing a vision of where we
want to go is the most critical, albeit
only the first step in ensuring that we get
there. By leveraging scarce public, pri-
vate, and community sector resources
we can build mutually beneficial rela-
tionships that cost less and provide more
to everybody.�
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