
Free 
Sustainability (The MIT Press Essential 

Knowledge series)
 PDF Download

 Kent E. Portney

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/DxmpB/Sustainability-The-MIT-Press-Essential-Knowledge-series
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/DxmpB/Sustainability-The-MIT-Press-Essential-Knowledge-series
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/DxmpB/Sustainability-The-MIT-Press-Essential-Knowledge-series
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/DxmpB/Sustainability-The-MIT-Press-Essential-Knowledge-series
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/DxmpB/Sustainability-The-MIT-Press-Essential-Knowledge-series
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/DxmpB/Sustainability-The-MIT-Press-Essential-Knowledge-series


A concise and accessible examination of sustainability in a range of contemporary contexts,

from economic development to government policy.The word “sustainability” has been

connected to everything from a certain kind of economic development to corporate promises

about improved supply sourcing. But despite the apparent ubiquity of the term, the concept of

sustainability has come to mean a number of specific things. In this accessible guide to the

meanings of sustainability, Kent Portney describes the evolution of the idea and examines its

application in a variety of contemporary contexts—from economic growth and consumption to

government policy and urban planning.Portney takes as his starting point the 1987 definition by

the World Commission on Environment and Development of sustainability as economic

development activity that “meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of

future generations to meet their own needs.” At its heart, Portney explains, sustainability

focuses on the use and depletion of natural resources. It is not the same as environmental

protection or natural resource conservation; it is more about finding some sort of steady state

so that the earth can support both human population and economic growth.Portney looks at

political opposition to the promotion of sustainability, which usually questions the need for

sustainability or calls its costs unacceptable; collective and individual consumption of material

goods and resources and to what extent they must be curtailed to achieve sustainability; the

role of the private sector, and the co-opting of sustainability by corporations; government policy

on sustainability at the international, national, and subnational levels; and how cities could

become models for sustainability action.

This volume in the 'MIT Press Essential Knowledge' series encompasses a tremendous

amount of information on a complex topic in a relatively small space. �Choice --This text refers to

an alternate kindle_edition edition.About the AuthorKent E. Portney is professor and senior

fellow in the Institute for Science, Technology, and Public Policy at Texas A&M University. He is

the author of Taking Sustainable Cities Seriously (MIT Press).--This text refers to an out of print

or unavailable edition of this title.
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Knowledge series offers accessible, concise, beautifully produced pocket-size books on topics

of current interest. Written by leading thinkers, the books in this series deliver expert overviews

of subjects that range from the cultural and the historical to the scientific and the technical.In

today’s era of instant information gratification, we have ready access to opinions,

rationalizations, and superficial descriptions. Much harder to come by is the foundational

knowledge that informs a principled understanding of the world. Essential Knowledge books fill

that need. Synthesizing specialized subject matter for nonspecialists and engaging critical

topics through fundamentals, each of these compact volumes offers readers a point of access

to complex ideas.Bruce TidorProfessor of Biological Engineering and Computer

ScienceMassachusetts Institute of Technology1The Concepts of SustainabilityThis book is

about the concepts of sustainability, their intellectual foundations and underpinnings, how

associated concepts have been applied in various contexts, and the many controversies that

have resulted. It seeks to take a broad view of the ideas of sustainability rather than to delve

deeply into any one version. This chapter provides the conceptual foundations in an effort to

show that, even though “sustainability” may seem an impossibly ambiguous term, since the mid

1980s it has come to have a number of specific meanings. Moreover, this chapter seeks to

provide a fairly comprehensive overview of a number of variations and applications of the

concepts of sustainability, including their applications to countries, businesses, governments,

communities, cities, and people.The idea of sustainability began to make its way into the

academic lexicon sometime in the mid 1980s, and since that time it has gone through

substantial evolution. Even in the United States, where the idea of sustainability has not taken

hold as firmly as it has in other parts of the world, there is still substantial interest in its

applicability. Daniel Mazmanian and Michael Kraft (2009) suggest that the US has begun to

enter a “third epoch” or period of environmental concern. If the first epoch was focused largely

on federal command-and-control regulation focused on remediating and preventing

environmental damage, and the second epoch on achieving greater economic efficiency in

environmental protection, the third epoch is focused more broadly on sustainability. According

to Mazmanian and Kraft (ibid.: 15), “the realization by a growing number of individuals and



opinion leaders from many walks of life that a fundamental transformation in the way

Americans relate to the environment and conduct their lives is becoming the hallmark of the

third environmental [sustainability] epoch.” This chapter is meant to present a foundation for

understanding the third epoch by providing a brief overview of the early usage of the term

“sustainability” in the academic world and in common discourse, and to provide a sense of

what the term tends to mean in current practice.For most students of sustainability, an

understanding starts with the definition provided by the World Commission on Environment

and Development in 1987 when it stated that sustainability is economic-development activity

that “meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to

meet their own needs” (WCED 1987: 39). That definition provides a convenient point of

departure for a broad understanding of this fairly abstract concept. Indeed, sustainability and

its close cousins, such as sustainable development, sustainable ecosystems, and others

discussed below, are perhaps best thought of as general concepts whose precise definitions

have yet to be fully explicated. This does not, however, suggest that the idea of sustainability is

meaningless. It is clear that, at its core, sustainability is a concept that focuses on the condition

of Earth’s biophysical environment, particularly with respect to the use and depletion of natural

resources. It is not the same as environmental protection. It is not the same as conservation or

preservation of natural resources, although some have argued that this is where the roots of

sustainability can be found (see, e.g., Farley and Smith 2014). It is more about finding some

sort of steady state so that Earth or some piece of it can support the human population and

economic growth without ultimately threatening the health of humans, animals, and plants. The

basic premise of sustainability is that Earth’s resources cannot be used, depleted, and

damaged indefinitely. Not only will these resources run out at some point, but their exploitation

actually undermines the ability of life to persist and thrive. For example, as water resources

become increasingly depleted or polluted, the health of humans, animals, and plants will

inevitably be compromised. Perhaps the most important distinction between traditional ideas of

environmental protection and sustainability is that the former tends to focus on environmental

remediation and on preventing very specific environmental threats whereas the latter tends to

be far more proactive and holistic, focusing on dynamic processes over the long term. Of

course, the premises of sustainability raise substantial controversy in that they stand in sharp

contrast to the assumptions that underlie theories of economic growth. That issue will be

examined later. For present purposes, a look at some of its intellectual foundations

demonstrates how varied, and yet how broadly applicable, the concept is.Some have traced

the essential seeds of sustainability to ideas put forth by Thomas Malthus late in the eighteenth

century. Malthus argued that population growth would eventually outstrip Earth’s ability to

support that population. The result, as foreseen by Malthus, would be a catastrophic collapse

of human and natural systems. To Malthus, the only effective way to avoid catastrophe and to

become more sustainable would be to control population growth. Of course, the fact that the

absence of controls on population growth did not lead to catastrophe produced an alternative

view that technology and technological advancement would result in improvements in the

efficiency of systems supporting human populations. Moreover, the alternative view suggests

that these improvements would enable human population growth to continue well into the

future (Rogers, Jalal, and Boyd 2008: 20–22).The Three E’s of SustainabilityMany of the

notions about sustainability that are largely taken for granted today originated in the work of the

United Nations’ World Commission on Environment and Development, often referred to as the

Brundtland Commission. In 1987, the report of the Brundtland Commission described

sustainability as having three co-equal parts or elements, all of which start (in English) with the



letter e: environment, economy, and equity. Sometimes described as three overlapping

concentric circles (see figure 1.1), or as three pillars holding up the concept, these elements

have formed the basis for disaggregating and elaborating sustainability. The argument is that

sustainability can be achieved only by simultaneously protecting the environment, preserving

economic growth and development, and promoting equity. The essential point, according to this

broad concept, is that sustainability is about achieving results related to all three pillars, and

that achievement in one pillar cannot and should not be accomplished by sacrificing another. In

other words, it rejects the notion that there is necessarily a tradeoff between economic growth

and the environment or between economic growth and equity. Sustainability can be achieved

only when economic growth, environmental protection and improvement, and equity go hand in

hand.Figure 1.1 The three overlapping elements of sustainability.In many ways, the Brundtland

Commission was simply articulating ideas that had been developing for years. Indeed, other

efforts have been made to provide a more focused sense of where the ideas related to

sustainability came from, and these efforts provide clarifications as to what the concept means

in different contexts. Two different efforts to explicate the ideas and the intellectual foundations

of sustainability are found in works of Becky Brown et al. and in those of Charles Kidd. (For a

summary, see table 1.1.)Table 1.1A summary of the foundations and definitions of

sustainability.Six roots of sustainabilityaPoints of emphasisSix definitions of

sustainabilitybPoints of emphasisEcological/carrying capacityMaintenance of natural systems

so that they can support human life and well-beingCarrying capacityOptimum and maximum

ability of Earth’s systems to support human life and well-beingResource/environmentPromoting

economic growth only to the extent and in ways that do not cause deterioration of natural

systemsSustainable use of biological resourcesMaximum sustainable yield from natural

systems, such as forests and fisheriesBiosphereConcern with the impacts of humans on the

health of the Earth and its ability to support human populationsSustainable

agricultureMaintaining productivity of farming during and after disturbances such as floods and

droughtsCritique of technologyRejection of the notion that science and technology, by

themselves, will protect and save the EarthSustainable energyRenewable alternatives to fossil

fuel reliance to produce heat energyNo growth–slow growthLimits to the ability of the Earth to

support the health and well-being of ever growing populationsSustainable society and

economyMaintaining human systems to support economic and human well-

beingEcodevelopmentAdapting business and economic development activities to realities of

natural resource and environmental limitsSustainable developmentPromoting economic growth

only to the extent and in ways that do not cause deterioration of natural systemsa. from Kidd

1992b. from Brown et al. 1987b. from Brown et al. 1987Brown, Hanson, Liverman, and

Meredith (1987) made an effort to compare and contrast different meanings and intellectual

roots of the general concept of sustainability for the purpose of working toward a common

understanding. Similar to other typologies of sustainability, that of Brown et al. emphasizes the

specific targets of sustainability—i.e., exactly what is it that is supposed to be sustained. These

concepts and definitions of sustainability have been used to convey many different expressions

of environmental priorities, each emphasizing some particular aspect or set of results that

should be sustained. Brown et al. focused on “sustainable biological resources use,”

“sustainable agriculture,” “carrying capacity,” “sustainable energy,” “sustainable society and

sustainable economy,” and “sustainable development.” Ultimately, they suggested, these six

meanings converge around two major aspects or sets of results: those that emphasize ecology

and those that emphasize economics.Sustainable biological resource use, according to Brown

et al., focuses on the “maximum sustainable yield” from natural systems, such as forests and



fisheries. The challenge is to identify an optimum level of growth of the natural resource to

achieve the maintenance of a constantly renewable stock of that resource. In forestry, this

means harvesting trees at a rate that allows a forest to continue to produce trees. In a fishery, it

means extracting fish at a rate that allows the fish population to maintain a particular size.

Clearly, if a forest is over-harvested, or if a fishery is over-fished, the resource will fall into

decline and may disappear.Sustainability in the context of agriculture shifts the focus from

working tirelessly to grow more and more of a crop to working to ensure that the land can

produce at least a certain amount of a crop indefinitely. These two goals sometimes come into

conflict when efforts to maximize crop yields in the short run lead to practices that threaten the

ability of the land to produce over a longer period. According to Brown et al., sustainable

agriculture also involves efforts to ensure that farming remains productive during and after

major disturbances (Conway 1985). By that definition, sustainable agriculture would involve

efforts to bounce back from pest infestation or diseases, whereas unsustainable agriculture

would involve practices that make crops more susceptible to these disturbances.Carrying

capacity approaches to sustainability focus on the ability of an area of land to support human

populations. Sometimes carrying capacity is concerned about the entire planet, sometimes it is

concerned with countries or regions of the globe, and sometimes it is concerned with much

smaller geographic areas such as cities, watersheds, ecosystems, or river basins. When the

demands on the natural systems of these geographic areas move beyond the carrying capacity

of that area—for example, when populations of animals exceed the capacity to support them—

species collapse will occur.The central problem from the perspective of carrying capacity is

that population growth itself inevitably leads, in a Malthusian sense, to increasing scarcity of

the very resources needed to sustain life. In the vast literature encompassing research on

carrying capacity, some analyses distinguish between “maximum carrying capacity” and

“optimal carrying capacity.” The difference is that maximum carrying capacity tries to

understand the largest number of people that can be supported in a geographic area, whereas

optimal carrying capacity tries to understand how large a human population can be supported

without putting the area at risk of collapse. Ophuls and Boyan (1992) suggest that the optimal

carrying capacity of an area might be as little as half of an estimated maximum capacity.

Efforts have been made to differentiate “maximum carrying capacity” from “optimum carrying

capacity”—the former referring to the largest population that, though theoretically sustainable,

would place Earth at a threshold that would be vulnerable to even small changes in the

environment, and the latter to a smaller, more desirable population size that would be less

vulnerable to environmental disruptions (Odum 1983). Coupled with the notion of a limited

carrying capacity is the idea that human activity, as currently practiced, is largely

unsustainable. In other words, most human activity depletes, rather than replenishes or

sustains, the resources that have the capacity to support life. When people engage in rational

economic behavior, they contribute to the depletion of those resources. Markets, the argument

goes, more often than not create incentives for resource depletion and thereby undermine

Earth’s carrying capacity. This is especially true of “commons” resources, including much of

Earth’s air and water. But human behaviors, whether market-driven or not, often contribute to

diminishing Earth’s carrying capacity. Even for those who believe that technology can

intervene, there is concern that the net balance between what technology can do to enhance

Earth’s carrying capacity is more than offset by humans’ abilities to deplete it. Of course, not

everyone accepts the notion that Earth’s carrying capacity is finite. As will be discussed in

greater detail later, optimists suggest that technology makes continuous expansion of Earth’s

carrying capacity possible or even likely.Sustainability, then, is often associated with



maintaining Earth’s carrying capacity, usually through alteration of individual and collective

human behavior or through the application of new and developing technologies to minimize the

effects of those behaviors. Behaving in ways that reduce the rate of population growth and

finding alternatives to depleting natural resources are certainly consistent with the idea of

sustainability. In terms of human behavior, however, what may be required to maintain Earth’s

carrying capacity is not well understood or agreed upon, and may in fact be inconsistent with

basic values that are prevalent in the industrialized and industrializing countries. Arguing that

sustainability is as much an ethical principle as a set of environmental results, Robinson,

Francis, Legge, and Lerner (1990: 39) suggest that “sustainability is defined as the persistence

over an apparently indefinite future of certain necessary and desired characteristics of the

socio-political system and its natural environment.” What this means is that maintaining Earth’s

carrying capacity is largely a function of the social and political values that define and prescribe

human behaviors. Achieving sustainability, then, apparently requires some types of socio-

political characteristics and values rather than others.Sustainable energy, as the concept has

evolved, does not represent an effort to repeal the physical law of entropy. Its focus is primarily

on moving toward producing electricity and powering machinery through means other than

burning fossil fuels. Some early proponents of sustainable energy advocated this approach

because of concerns that the world will run out of fossil fuels and that there will be serious or

catastrophic consequences unless preparations are made to find alternatives. More recently,

the focus has shifted because of concern that the amounts of fossil fuels being burned to

generate energy are too large. In other words, reliance on fossil fuels was once considered

unsustainable because the world would deplete those resources, but today such reliance is

considered unsustainable because of the environmental consequences of burning those

resources. Now that the issue of global climate change has emerged, it is clear that the burning

of fossil fuels is the primary culprit in the release of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. Since

fossil fuels are projected to be readily available for many decades, finding sustainable

alternatives has become an imperative. Waiting for fossil fuels to become depleted as a

solution to climate change will not be adequate. Burning the fossil fuels already known to exist

will allow the emission of far more carbon than can be tolerated. As a result, those interested in

climate protection advocate sustainable energy as a means for reducing carbon emissions.

This inevitably means that sustainable energy must increasingly move toward increased

reliance on solar, wind, geothermal, hydro, and sometimes nuclear sources of electricity

generation. This emphasis on renewable energy sources is a somewhat more narrowly defined

version of the idea of sustainable energy. Another more sweeping concept focuses on reducing

the energy demands created by the production of consumer goods.Sustainable society and

sustainable economy focus on a broad array of efforts to maintain social conditions and

economic and human well-being. Based mainly on the idea that there are limits to how much

traditional economic growth the Earth and its natural resources can support, this focus often

advocates greatly reduced or even zero world population growth. The focus in this definition is

on society and social conditions rather than the environment or aspects of the environment,

per se. It engages a number of issues not readily incorporated into other definitions, including

the question of whether economic well-being is the same as human well-being (does higher

economic growth really translate into better quality of life?), and a variety of issues related to

the third leg of sustainability, equity and justice. Equity and justice are, in the first order,

concerned about the widening gap between haves and have-nots, and about what the

widening of this gap might imply for the quality of the environment broadly and for the

propensity of have-nots to experience a different relationship with the environment than



haves.The final definition discussed by Brown et al. is sustainable development. Sustainable

development, perhaps significantly overlapping with sustainable economy, focuses on whether

and to what extent there is an explicit tradeoff between economic growth and environmental

protection. The idea of sustainable development is that the biophysical environment and its

ecological services represent important and perhaps irreplaceable factors of economic

production. If the environment and those services are diminished and degraded, economic

growth is undermined. As will be discussed more fully below, the idea that depletion of natural

resources by itself would undermine economic growth is not readily accepted in mainstream

neo-classical economics. Sustainable development, according to Brown et al., also

incorporations notions of ecodevelopment, the perspective that prescribes greater attention to

the most efficient use of natural resources by business and industry.A similar effort to outline

and contrast different definitions of sustainability is found in the work of Charles Kidd. Kidd

(1992) argues that at least six different historical intellectual “strains of thought,” perfectly

analogous to the “intellectual roots” identified by Brown et al., underlie the current concept of

sustainability. Each strain has its own “slant” or articulation of particularly important issues. He

links the concept of sustainability to the “ecological/carrying capacity” strain of thought, the

“natural resource/environment” intellectual root, the “biosphere” root, the “critique-of-

technology” root, the “no growth-slow growth” foundation, and the “ecodevelopment” strain

(ibid.).According to Kidd, one of the most important intellectual foundations of sustainability is

found in the ecological carrying capacity strain of thought. As also described by Brown et al.,

this view, which is deeply grounded in the discipline of ecology, suggests that an ecosystem

has a finite capacity to sustain life. The capacity of an ecosystem to support and sustain life is

affected by many natural and human factors. Although ecologists have traditionally focused on

natural factors, the role of humans in undermining the sustainability of ecosystems has

become central to the field. As the resources are depleted, the ecosystem becomes less and

less sustainable. The challenge, of course, is to understand what species and population sizes

of life an ecosystem can sustain. Fishing provides a good example: left to their own devices,

humans are inclined to overfish, often creating what is referred to as a “tragedy of the

commons.”The resource/environment strain of thought points to depletion of natural resources

as the primary challenge of sustainability. Grounded in theories of the limits of growth, the

resource/environment strain simply posits that resource depletion and deteriorating

environment will undermine economic growth itself. The biosphere strain of thought is based

on the notion that human activity has the ability to affect the health of the entire planet, a notion

that was somewhat foreign before the early years of the twentieth century. The critique of

technology strain of thought focuses its attention on the roles that technology and technological

innovation have played in promoting rather than avoiding environmental degradation,

particularly when technologies are brought to bear on symptoms of problems rather than on

fundamental issues. This notion has been expanded to include concern that even when

technologies are deployed in an effort to improve the environment, this only delays

degradation, or shifts the degradation to a different form or to a different part of the world. For

example, in a period of drought new technologies might be developed to dig deeper wells and

extract more water as a result. But developing and deploying such technologies will not

represent a solution if the fundamental problem is water shortage; technologies merely delay

efforts to address the fundament problem, and perhaps deplete someone else’s water in the

process. Perhaps of equal concern to the critique-of-technology strain is that the mere

expectation that technology will somehow be developed delays more direct action. An example

of this might be related to climate change. Some place great hope in the notion that carbon



emissions can be captured and sequestered underground or under the sea as an alternative to

reducing carbon emissions. There is no known way to accomplish this on a large scale, and yet

the mere hope seems to undermine action to reduce carbon emissions.The no growth–slow

growth strain of thought points to the argument that from a global perspective there are limits to

the Earth’s carrying capacity. Relying on the same logic found in the ecological/carrying

capacity root but applying it to a larger scale, this line of thought simply says there are natural

limits to growth. Although this idea could be applied to economic growth and its limits, the focus

here is on population growth. Finally, the ecodevelopment strain of thought focuses on the

need to reconcile social, economic, and political objectives with the realities of natural

resources and the environment. This line of reasoning was crystallized in 1977 by Ignacy

Sachs, and by 1981 the idea had taken intellectual hold—see, e.g., Riddell 1981. In the words

of Sachs (as quoted on page 12 of Kidd 1992), ecodevelopment requires “harmonizing social

and economic objectives with ecologically sound management, in a spirit of solidarity with

future generations.”As Brown et al. describe it, Kidd’s understanding of the concept of

sustainable development, to a large degree, shifts the emphasis away from mere concern

about the environment to include explicit concern about economic development. The argument

often put forth is that the wrong kind of economic development not only depletes Earth’s

resources and damages its ecological carrying capacity but also, in the long run, undermines

economic growth. Unsustainable economic development is just as much about being unable to

sustain economic growth as it is about exceeding Earth’s ecological carrying capacity.The

concept of sustainable economic development essentially turns traditional understandings of

economic growth on their head. Such traditional understandings take it as given that promoting

economic growth requires developing natural resources. Economic growth is important

because it represents improvement in the standard of living, and improvement in the standard

of living is synonymous with improvement in the human condition, human well-being, or social

welfare. According to this view, deeply rooted in neoclassical economic theory, growth in a

country’s gross domestic product (GDP) is required for improvement in that country’s well-

being. In order for GDP to grow, natural resources must be used even if the result is an

inevitable increase in environmental degradation. Thus, this view accepts the notion that there

must be a tradeoff between natural-resource depletion and environmental degradation, on one

hand, and improvement in the human condition, on the other.Sustainable economic

development challenges the idea of such a tradeoff. One perspective suggests that such an

understanding of the relationship between economic growth and the quality of the biophysical

environment is a mere artifact of the use of GDP as the primary measure of economic growth

and, ultimately, of human well-being. According to this view, unless measures of GDP are

modified to account for the value of the degradation of the environment, GDP is a badly flawed

measure of human well-being (Daly 1973, 1991, 1997). This idea seemed doomed from the

start, overwhelmed by the power of traditional economic thought. But in 1992, Robert Solow, a

distinguished professor of economics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, delivered a

lecture for the organization Resources for the Future in which he put forth the idea that GDP is

“not so bad for studying fluctuations in employment or analyzing the demand for goods and

services.” “When it comes to measuring the economy’s contribution to the well-being of

country’s inhabitants, however,” Solow commented, “the conventional measures are

incomplete.” (See Solow 1993.) By 2006, with the release of the Stern Review on the

Economics of Climate Change (Stern 2006), mainstream economists had largely accepted the

idea that economic growth, as traditionally defined, is not the same as human well-being, that

the relationship between traditional economic growth and human well-being needs to be better



understood, and that the loss of ecological services (especially common-pool resources such

as clean air and clean water) has the potential to undermine that well-being.The linkage

between sustainability and economic development writ large began to emerge as an important

policy issue in the 1970s, when a number of international development programs, including

those operated by or with the assistance of, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund

(IMF), and US Agency for International Development (USAID) came under fire for using their

extensive financial resources to inadvertently promote environmental degradation under the

guise of economic development in developing countries. Many non-governmental organizations

took great issue with these development programs, suggesting that they ought to become

much more sensitive to the indigenous peoples and their environments in places where the

financial resources of aid organizations were being used (Fox and Brown 1998). By the late

1970s, the idea of pursuing environmentally sensitive economic growth (or ecodevelopment, as

Ignacy Sachs called it) had found its way into the works of the United Nations Environmental

Programme (Kidd 1992: 18).Sustainable development achieved elevated recognition and

legitimacy in the late 1980s, when the United Nations’ World Commission on Environment and

Development—also known as the Brundtland Commission, after its chair, Gro Harlem

Brundtland, a former prime minister of Norway—issued a report titled Our Common Future.

That report was designed to create an international agenda for protecting the global

environment, or, as was stated in the report, to sustain and expand the environmental resource

base of the world. In the process, it put forth the very general notion that sustainable

development consists of economic-development activity that “meets the needs of the present

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED 1987:

39). Beyond that, the report is rather short on details and specifics. Its contribution to the

conceptual foundations of sustainability emerges from what might be called cross-generation

concerns, and the idea that economic development should be viewed over a longer period than

is usual.Capturing this cross-generation concern in the US context more than twenty years

ago, the National Commission on the Environment put forth a similar set of conceptual

definitions. The 1993 report of that commission suggested that the United States should

pursue “a strategy for improving the quality of life while preserving the environmental potential

for the future, of living off interest rather than consuming natural capital.” “Sustainable

development,” the report continued, “mandates that the present generation must not narrow the

choices of future generations but must strive to expand them by passing on an environment

and an accumulation of resources that will allow its children to live at least as well as, and

preferably better than, people today. Sustainable development is premised on living within the

earth’s means.” (NCE 1993: 2)The discussions of sustainable development cited above provide

a basic conceptual framework to organize thinking about sustainability, but of course there are

many questions left unanswered—questions whose answers are useful for formulating specific

applications or measuring results. For example, what exactly is included under the rubric of

“natural capital”? In other words, what is it that needs to be sustained? Is it just natural

resources? If so, which resources? Is it human resources? Is it environmental quality, more

broadly defined? Is it ecosystem health? Is it some even more broadly defined quality of life?

Does it matter who owns the natural capital? Are there necessarily distributional considerations

—for example, does it have to apply to all people? Are sustainability initiatives really anti-growth

—in other words, does advocacy of sustainability really mean the same as promoting no

growth? Is advocacy of sustainability really a position in opposition to economic growth as

commonly defined?
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A. J. Sutter, “Political scientist's take on sustainability (4.5 stars). This is a very useful

introduction to sustainability, but one that's a bit unusual. Ever since the term caught on as a

concept in the late 1980s -- according to Google's Ngram tool, by 1990 it was 10 times more

frequent in English than it had been in 1980; by 2008 it was a 70x multiple -- it's been said to

rest on "three E's": environment, economy and equity. Typical introductions tend to emphasize

one or another of that triad in some depth, especially the first. While the first chapter of this

book does give a bird's-eye view of the three E's, the subsequent chapters head off in a

different direction: politics and governance, especially though not exclusively from a US

perspective. For example, Chapter 2 describes the proposed and enacted laws in several US

states that *ban* the pursuit of sustainability-based objectives. (All of the bills and statutes

seem to have roots with the Koch Brothers.) Other chapters discuss the relative roles of private

enterprise and various levels of government in pursuing sustainability, and the special attention

the concept has received from cities.Personally, I wish more space had been given to some of

the equity aspects especially: e.g., efforts to make cities more sustainable often lead to

gentrification of parts of the central city, but this isn't discussed. (See, e.g., the 2003 volume

edited by J. Agyeman & al., 

  

Just Sustainabilities: Development in an Unequal World

  

  

.) Also, even a brief overview like this could have been a little more serious about the

economics aspects. The distinction between weak and strong sustainability is never

mentioned, despite its importance for policy. And I was surprised to see Robert Solow, the

founding father of weak sustainability, and Herman Daly, an early proponent of ecological

economics, cited jointly for the notion "that there is a need to take the biophysical environment

and ecosystem services into account when assessing and measuring economic

growth" (@113). This belies the fact that Daly and Solow are quite far apart on how seriously

they take this view, as Daly went to some pains to point out in his 1999 essay, "How long can



the neoclasssical economists ignore the contributions of Georgescu-Roegen?" (reprinted in 

  

Ecological Economics and Sustainable Development: Selected Essays of Herman Daly

  

  

).The book includes a glossary (minus any definition for the title concept per se), a good list

of references and, as is becoming customary in academic press books, a mediocre index. The

author's style is generally readable, but occasionally he falls back on lists and catalogues, such

as a long list of urban sustainability measures stuffed into a sentence more than a page long

(@177-178). But these flaws are relatively minor. Even if you've read other books on

sustainability, this one provides a complementary and useful perspective.”

Rafiq Diab, “A good start. Good book as astarting document on sustainability.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Four Stars. Very good book.  Clearly written.”

ewomack, “Provides a thorough analysis of a world currently gridlocked over debates on

sustainability.... Humans in the era of ever-expanding technology seem capable of just about

anything. Of course no truly objective arbiter yet exists to tell us otherwise, so we simply

continue to congratulate ourselves as being "the most intelligent creatures on Earth." No one

has argued with us, but who would? Guinea Pigs? Bacteria? Despite this, some people have

recently added "self-destruction" to that growing list of human capabilities. The first major

epiphany of this new ability occurred following the invention and use of nuclear weapons. We

demonstrated to ourselves that we not only could and would create such violently destructive

things, but that we would also use them against each other. Prior to this, we may have doubted

our ability to inflict potentially species-ending damage on ourselves, but we can doubt that no

longer. Only the fact that "it hasn't happened yet" seems to prolong optimism. As the twentieth

century continued following World War II, other observations and data began to seep into the

consciousness of a few, namely, that the slow destruction of the human habitat may already

have progressed to a critical and dangerous level. Early on, some of these ideas derived from

the work of Thomas Malthus, who presented, at least on the surface, a very reasonable

argument about the limited carrying capacity of the Earth. Though the argument does appear

highly cogent, many believe in it the same way that people believe in "intelligent" life existing

elsewhere in the universe. Basically, so the feeling goes, "it just has to be true!" No direct

evidence exists for either Malthus' collapse or for extra-terrestrial intelligence, but both seem to

carry a certain intuitive and creeping inevitability. Once again, critics can counter that "it hasn't

happened yet." Others can point out that a system stretched beyond capacity will break and we

don't want to wait for it to actually happen to find out. Which begs the question "just what is the

Earth's capacity?" and the discursive cycle perpetuates itself. Anyone can obviously argue

convincingly against something that hasn't happened and suspend evasive action accordingly



due to lack of evidence. But how does anyone know the signs that humanity has gone too far?

How can we detect an impending ecological collapse? In other words, how do we know that

we're in the process of potentially destroying ourselves?The small book "Sustainability" in the

MIT Essential Knowledge Series dissects some of these questions and frames them in a more

sober analytic context. For humanity to last in the long run, it argues, it must choose a

sustainable path, arguably unlike the one we now follow. But what does "sustainability" even

mean? And sustainability of what? The book unpacks the deceptively simple questions and

exposes some of the true complexities underlying this topic. It also points out the relative

unfamiliarity of these inquiries, as these puzzling quandaries have arisen only very recently in

human history. One definition of "sustainability" the book favors comes from the 1987 World

Commission on Environment and Development stating that it "meets the needs of the present

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs." Building on

that, the book does not ignore the glaring issues of economic development and the people who

argue and believe that ecological "fixes" could have devastating impacts on the economy and

the material well-being of humanity. "Economy" even appears in the book's foundational

triumvirate of sustainability, or "the 3 E's," namely, "Economy," "Equity" and "Environment."

These elements overlap and intersect and true sustainability needs to account for all of them.

In response to the question "what should be sustained?" six categories appear: biological

resource use, agriculture, energy, society, economy and development. To contrast ideas of

"carrying capacity," or the point beyond which collapse would occur, the book claims that neo-

classical economics doesn't believe that depletion of natural resources would undermine

economic growth all by itself. This also introduces the recent and often fierce social and

political tensions behind the creation of a sustainable world. Since human behavior at large

appears unsustainable, especially in the long term, how do we avoid "the tragedy of the

commons?" Some point to technology, but the book argues that technology promotes rather

than avoids environmental degradation, not to mention that an overconfidence in the panacea

of technology may lead to a precarious complacency. Concerning GDP and economic growth,

some find the concept flawed in that it focuses exclusively on economic benchmarks and does

not include environmental impacts. As such, a highly polluted, and nearly unlivable, world could

still manifest a healthy GDP. Growth in general remains a sticky problem as growth, at least in

its current form, usually increases consumption and resource use. Along these lines, many

countries, particularly developing ones, resent the idea that they should slow growth in the

name of environmental concerns. After all, why should they hold back when numerous

developed countries pollute with impunity while enjoying unparalleled prosperity? Difficult

questions abound and, at least in the United States, economic concerns seem to have largely

won out over ecological ones.The book expands on these high-level questions in subsequent

sections, each dedicated to a specific domain of sustainability. One deals with controversy,

especially over the United Nation's "Agenda 21." Though the details of this non-binding

voluntary statement remain a little murky within the book, the reactions to it make it clear that

some in the United States see it as a direct threat to freedom, economic growth and American

power. Some have even deemed it socialistic or communistic and then applied these very

political ideologies to sustainability itself. Add to that the debate over the IPCC (International

Panel on Climate Change) and its claim that climate change arises from human activity. Some

dismiss this as a hoax, but the book suggests that "climate deniers" actually disagree with the

implied social and political changes rather than with the scientific claims. A number of states

even proposed or passed anti-Agenda 21 legislation, allegedly brought forward by Libertarian

or Tea Party advocates. Reaching any consensus or compromise on these polarizing issues



anytime soon seems unlikely. Another section discusses consumption, the "link between

economic development and environmental degradation," especially when supported by fossil

fuels, a known limited resource. Does the answer lie in alternate energy sources or less

consumption? Or both? The future of sustainable water and agriculture has begun to appear

bleak, driven largely by rising populations. Sustainability also reaches into the private sector

and corporations seem to embrace sustainability more than governments do for mostly

economic reasons. "The Green Economy" has also helped drive demand for environmentally

friendly goods. But do such companies mean what they say or do they "greenwash" products

simply to increase demand? Such claims remain tricky to prove beyond suspicion. Regardless,

many organizations that support sustainable business have emerged globally, but doubt lingers

about whether the profit-hungry corporate sector can really create a sustainable economy.

Governments, especially the United States and China, seem to have lost interest in legislating

sustainability. Following the landmark laws from the 1970s, such as the Clean Water and Clear

Air Acts, the ambition for similar legislation seems to have dragged to a halt. Still, the book

claims that no research exists to evaluate the effectiveness of sustainability policies,

particularly voluntary programs. The political will to mandate sustainability currently seems non-

existent. In reaction, some cities have taken initiative on environmental issues, but some

studies show that they don't often emphasize sustainability. Still, programs such as car sharing,

bike sharing, accessible public transportation and green architecture show promise. But what

about social justice or the "equality" aspect of the "three E's?" According to additional studies,

equity considerations typically get left behind. An ecologically sound but unfair world doesn't

seem like a good outcome.A final chapter titled "Sustainability and the Future" closes the book

with a big desperate question mark. In so many words, it asks how humanity will break the

current political and social stalemate over environmental concerns. Science tells us that our

current path is not sustainable, but distrust of science and scientists has increased. Gone

apparently are the days when acid rain resulted in sulfur regulation and ozone depletion led to

CFC regulation. CO2 has not inspired similar reactions, despite much outcry, likely because of

its wide reaching economic implications or possibly because of the "it hasn't happened yet"

syndrome. But how do we know that it hasn't happened yet? Many correlate the increasing

number of extreme weather events with climate change, but only some in the wider public

seem convinced or concerned. Not only that, times have changed drastically since this book's

publication in 2015 and US governmental policy has become exceedingly unfriendly to

environmental issues. Though the book definitely stands on the side of environmental action it

doesn't really propose solutions, it more paints a picture of a gridlocked snapshot in time. Right

now, some people cry impending disaster while others cry laughable hoax. At the same time, a

backlash against science seems in full force, which seems strange for a modern world founded

on and so utterly dependent on science. What happened? The book doesn't offer any answers,

but it does offer a decent picture of the world's current predicament. So are we destroying

ourselves? The final passages of the book exude a frustrated resignation that many people

probably feel today. In the end, all it can really do is quote a 1982 pop song: "Only Time will

Tell." Indeed.”

Ryan Mease, “Wide-Ranging Book on Various Approaches to the Concept (Review by Ryan

Mease). I've read a few of the books in this MIT Press series and they have all impressed me

so far. Sustainability contains a brief overview of 'sustainability' which can be here outlined as

'approaches to environmental solvency' because the book covers a wide range of angles on

the topic of sustainability: its scientific applications, its social realities, its political realities, etc.



'The environment' is a nebulous concept so we shouldn't be surprised to find that the same is

true of 'sustainability.' If you can accept that a book on this topic will be a bit scattered, then

you can appreciate it. -Ryan Mease”

John Sharber, “Four Stars. There is no such thing as sustainability.The joke is on you.”

Sunshine, “Professional. Professionally researched, Joy to read, to use, to cite, to reflect, as to

equity, she expands, as to business vital to continue calculations to the bottom line,

incorporating all types of taxation therein, not to obleviate as to social democratisation, as to all

jurisdictions existing hardly at the same time ever given, historical patterns as to content

surpass political traditions, organisational change may resolve context when together revisited,

given a generally accepted global structure, noticed and consulted, strategically directed

dvisional”

The book by Kent E. Portney has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 37 people have provided feedback.
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