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Thesis Topic: Advancing and Resolving the Great
Sustainability Debates and Discourses
Introduction: Succinct Outline of Thesis
It is still contested whether or not current forms of development are sustainable or not, so Chapter 1
first addresses this key question by reviewing recent empirical scientific results and evidence. Hence,
Chapter 1 discusses the results of major scientific studies such as the UN Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment and the IPCC assessments to understand whether or not current development pathways are
environmentally sustainable. Through a discussion of the latest science, Chapter 1 will show that
there is mounting scientific evidence that the current paths of development are environmentally
unsustainable and that this threatens social sustainability and the prospects for long term global
economic prosperity. Chapter 1 also demonstrates that, according to the latest science, humanity has a
small window of a few decades within which to reduce environmental pressures adequately to avoid
dangerous climate change and other ecosystem tipping points. Chapter 1 shows that over the next 30
years experts warn that development and policy choices will largely determine whether humanity sees
a) the sixth mass extinction of species1
b) the positive climate change feedback loops unleashed, leading to runaway dangerous climate
change which will hurt the most vulnerable on the planet2
c) the significant spreading of diseases such as AIDS and vector borne diseases from global
warming3
d) increased intensity and vulnerability to natural disasters4
e) loss of soil fertility globally5
f) ecosystems pushed past the threshold point of irreversible decline6
g) the peaking of world oil production leading to high oil, food and chemical prices7
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Thus, this thesis argues, it behoves us to learn from the past, to understand what has historically
prevented progress on a transition to sustainable development especially now that, according to the
latest science, such a transition is urgently needed. Global recognition of these concerns and debates
about whether development is environmentally and socially sustainable are not new. Likewise for
some time now respected institutions have supported the call for a transition to sustainable
development especially since the publication of The Brundtland Commission’s Our Common Future8
in 1987. This thesis is a response to The Brundtland Commission’s Our Common Future,9 which was
the first publication to significantly mainstream and move forward sustainability debates and generate
a remarkable level of consensus and support for the pursuit of sustainable development. Following the
20th anniversary of Our Common Future in 2007, it is timely to review what have been the lessons
from the last twenty years of efforts to move forward the sustainability debates about whether or not
development is sustainable and debates about how best to achieve sustainable development. An
historical perspective is useful, this thesis argues, to help identify patterns to the sustainability debates
and to identify what “elements” or “key factors” enabled the sustainability debates to progress, stall or
even go backwards.
This thesis, in Chapter 2, first briefly covers the key conclusions from Tainter’s and Jared Diamond’s10
histories of past civilisations which highlight both the old nature of these issues and debates but also
point to long term historical patterns and “elements” or “factors” which determine whether or not
sustainability debates progress or not. Chapters 2 and 3 then highlight that many aspects of these
patterns have repeated themselves within the sustainability debates over the last 100 years. Chapter 2
brings together and integrates for the first time a wide range of evidence to show that by 1908
humanity possessed a far greater knowledge of the major threats to the sustainability of development
than has been previously understood. Chapter 2 is a novel contribution to the history of sustainability
debates in that it highlights that by 1908 many of these debates about the sustainability of development
had begun. As shown in Table 2.1 in Chapter 2 already by 1908 the risks of over fishing (1865),
pushing beyond ecological thresholds (1864), dry land salinity (1864), soil degradation (B.C),
deforestation (~300 B.C), materials like asbestos (1898), chemicals such as PCB’s (1899), benzene
(1897), and radiation (1896) were known and whether action should be taken was being debated.
With this one hundred year historical perspective, Chapter 3 then looks at some of the patterns of the
last one hundred years of how these debates have evolved. Chapter 3 asks what patterns have emerged
in the sustainability debates? Chapter 3 finds that often over the last one hundred years, when new
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social or environmental programs or higher standards were proposed to address such issues, vested
interests and often economists/experts (often hired by these vested interests) have opposed such
change. This aligns well with Jared Diamond’s11 conclusions looking at more ancient civilizations.
Jared Diamond found that whether or not the vested interests – the elite wealthy ruling class – of a
particular civilization was directly effected by environmental threats was critical as to whether or not
that civilization was able to adapt and respond early enough to avert ecological disaster and the
collapse of the civilization.
Chapter 3 shows that, whilst the nature of the vested interests has changed since ancient times, with
the rise of market capitalism and the corporation, many of the overall patterns, identified by Jared
Diamond, have continued in the sustainability debates of the last 100 years. Chapter 3 shows that, just
as with ancient civilizations, vested interests have been a major barrier to progress being made to
achieve sustainable development in modern times as well. Chapter 3 shows that, in modern times,
vested interests have used sophisticated justifications and played on ordinary people’s fears to fight
proposed changes to achieve a transition to sustainable development. Often vested interests have
argued that specific efforts to enable development to be more sustainable would lead to at least one or
more of the following:
a) add significantly to costs and thereby harm business competitiveness
b) lead to loss of jobs
c) force their business/corporation to relocate the respective business to developing countries
where regulatory costs are less12.
d) lead to loss of economic growth and even an economic recession.
This thesis addresses whether or not such claims are true. This thesis addresses issues around whether
there is an inevitable trade off between sustainable development and jobs, business competitiveness
and economic growth in Chapters 3-8. This thesis can also be seen as a response to Gro Brundtland’s
call in the Forward to Our Common Future13 when she stated that 'What is needed now is a new era of
economic growth-growth that is forceful and at the same time socially and environmentally
sustainable'. Following the 20th anniversary of Our Common Future in 2007 it seems timely to reexamine this question. This thesis aims to present a comprehensive synthesis to address this question.
Whilst some scholars have addressed aspects of this question we lack an integrated view of how both
a socially and environmentally sustainable form of economic growth could be achieved. To date no
study exists like this which is investigating potential correlations between both social and
environmental sustainability goals and economic growth.
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The thesis also focuses on the “growth” debates and discourses because the issue of whether or not
economic growth and sustainable development can be compatible goes to the heart of the differences
between the key environmental discourses as shown by Dryzek in his 1997 publication The Politics of
the Earth: Environmental Discourses.

This question also goes to the heart of ecological

modernisation. As Dryzek stated “Much of its (ecological modernisation’s) appeal lies in its promise
that “we can have it all: economic growth, environmental conservation, social justice”14. This thesis
examines in Chapters 5-8 whether we can indeed “have it all” as described by Dryzek. The “growth”
debates also go to the heart of debates over whether or not it is possible to achieve “green growth”?
This thesis seeks to make a significant contribution to that discussion and debate as well.15
No one thesis can cover in detail all the nuances of the history of all of the specific great social,
economic and environmental debates. But there are common themes across many of these debates.
Thus, it is possible to derive patterns and lessons that are relevant to almost all of these specific
debates. One of the underlying issues that is reflected in so many sustainability debates is the question
of whether it is possible to achieve better social, economic and environmental outcomes, the triple
bottom line, with no major trade offs? Those that believe it is possible to achieve better triple bottom
line outcomes with no major trade offs tend to argue for sustainable development in these debates,
whilst those who believe that major trade offs are inevitable tend to argue against sustainable
development. By addressing the underlying assumptions behind specific debates such as whether or
not trade offs are inevitable, this thesis seeks to create a general resource that can assist anyone
concerned with these issues.
This thesis also recognizes that rational discussion about the economic and business competitiveness
impacts of a transition to sustainable development is not going to be sufficient to address the barriers
to progress because of vested interests and blocking coalitions. This thesis makes clear that a rationale
discussion and resolution of these sustainability debates on its own will not be sufficient to result in a
rapid transition to sustainable development. Whilst achieving sustainable development is in the
common interest of the vast majority of citizens, it runs against the vested interests of powerful
organizations, corporations and political parties.

Such changes cannot be achieved simply by

convincing government decision makers or the vested interests themselves alone by rational argument.
Change to achieve sustainable development is helped by either
a) the creation of a new vested interest that is as powerful in terms of political donations,
influence in the media and contributions to the economy as the old vested interests or
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b) through the more diffuse kind of power exercised by a mass movement of progressive
organisations and citizens.16
Such a mass movement would include sympathetic pro environment businesses, professional
organisations, trade unions, churches and environmental and social justice non-government
organisations (NGOs). If the vast array of groups and individuals, making up such a movement can
agree on common principles, goals and strategies, the movement can be almost irresistible to any
government that wishes to stay in office and to any opposition party wishing to achieve office. This
thesis argues that there is a need for new institutions, new campaign strategies and new anti-blocking
coalition style “think tanks” that are networked with progressive industry groups, innovation/R&D and
educational institutions. Such new strong anti-blocking coalitions are needed to provide confidence to
other progressive business, government and civil society organizations to publicly commit and
implement sustainability actions and measures.
To set the scene, these thesis chapters seek to address the following specific issues and questions:
•

Chapter 1 sets up the thesis by examining the question of whether or not current forms of
development are environmentally and socially sustainable? Chapter one also seeks to outline
and clarify the scope of the thesis and define what is sustainable development. Defining
sustainable development is not a major focus of this thesis. Hence this thesis defines the range
of goals for a sustainable development based on established sets of sustainability principles
such as the Earth Charter.

The Earth Charter is chosen as a comprehensive list of

sustainability goals because of the extensive global process under which it was created and
reviewed. Chapter 1, and the accompanying Appendix 1.3, also begin to position the thesis
theoretically in the ecological modernisation tradition and begin to address criticisms of
ecological modernisation. Subsequent chapters will build on from this.
•

Chapter 2 discusses when these sustainability debates began in a novel way by addressing the
question: when did humanity have the first chance to define and pursue sustainable
development globally? Through asking this question the chapter seeks to show that not only
did these debates begin well before Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring17 but also that these debates
have mattered to the course of human history globally for at least one hundred years. Chapter
2 shows through this historical approach that the sustainability debates are not new. This
historical perspective enables the thesis to look at why many sustainability debates have failed
to progress significantly leading to overall insufficient business, government and societal
action for change over the last 100 years. The historical perspective enables this thesis to
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investigate what factors have held back progress on sustainable development for a
considerable time in the following chapter, Chapter 3.
•

Chapter 3 addresses the question: why has there been so little progress on the sustainability
debates and what have been the major barriers to sustainable development over the last 100
years? Chapter 3 asks what lessons can we learn to help progress the sustainability debates
today.

•

Chapter 4 addresses the question: are significant trade offs between business competitiveness
and corporate social and environmental responsibility inevitable or not? Chapter 4 addresses
the question: are significant trade offs inevitable or not at the micro-economic level? Many
studies now show that there are several key microeconomic assumptions that determine
whether macroeconomic modelling predicts that achieving ecological and social sustainability
helps or harms economic growth. One of the key assumptions relates to micro-economics and
businesses. Simply put, if you assume that there are significant eco-efficiency and resource
productivity opportunities still available for many industries then this makes it possible to
reduce environmental pressures while making a profit. But what if business has already found
all the cost effective eco-efficient savings, then any eco-tax or further requirement on business
to achieve eco-efficiency gains will inevitably lead to higher costs to business and the
economy. Debates about these issues at the microeconomic business level therefore have
important macroeconomic implications for the “growth” debates. Therefore these questions
are addressed in detail in Chapter 4 of this thesis. The results from Chapter 4 are important
therefore for the “growth” debate discussions in Chapters 5-8.

•

Chapter 5 addresses the question: is it possible for there to be a form of economic growth that
is socially and environmentally sustainable, and if so, under what conditions? Chapter 5 starts
the main focus of this thesis namely whether or not it is possible to achieve better economic,
social and environmental outcomes at a national, macro-economic level. This builds on from
the results from the microeconomic level of Chapter 4. This thesis argues that the current
unsustainable nature of economic growth is a symptom of more fundamental causes of unsustainability. This thesis argues that current economic growth is unsustainable due to market,
informational and institutional failures, rebound effects, a failure of sustainable design to be
adopted by the majority of mainstream designers (engineers, architects, industrial designers),
rising global population, a rapid expansion of unsustainable western consumption patterns
globally plus lack of global co-operation. This thesis argues that, only by recognising this and
focusing on the necessary sustainability design, policy and institutional changes to address
these barriers to sustainability can the current unsustainable forms of development be turned
around to become sustainable. Once it is understood that economic growth per se is not the
problem then this helps to clarify what society needs to focus on to achieve the goal of
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sustainable development. Chapter 5 starts to bring together literature which demonstrates that
there is significant potential to decouple economic growth from physical throughput and
environmental pressures through eco-efficiencies, eco-innovation, sustainable consumption
and policy and institutional change. Chapter 5 shows that decoupling can be a useful part of
broader strategy to achieve sustainable development as long as rebound effects are minimised
through effective policy.
•

Chapter 6 investigates the relationship and correlations between the social justice goals of the
Earth Charter and economic growth. Chapter 6 shows that whilst some social sustainability
goals, like sustainable consumption, will negatively affect economic growth, many of the
other Earth Charter goals – such as stabilising population growth, reducing corruption,
building social capital, reducing inequality, enhancing gender equality, investing in education
and health - show a positive correlation with economic growth. However, in achieving the
social justice goals of the Earth Charter and eliminating poverty this will create an additional
2-3 billion people aspiring to consume just as much as is currently consumed unsustainably in
OECD countries. As Chapter 1 will show, it is physically impossible for all developing
nations to achieve Western material living standards with previous modes of development, as
the global ‘ecological footprint’ (the equivalent land and water area required to produce a
given population’s material standard, including resources appropriated from other places) is
already greater than the carrying capacity of our planet.18

•

So Chapter 7 investigates environmental pressures from rising greenhouse gas emissions and
discusses potential costs of inaction versus action of making the necessary investments to
decouple economic growth from greenhouse gas emissions on a global scale. Chapter 7 also
investigates strategies to reduce the costs of action and in Appendix 7.3 policies to underpin a
decoupling of economic growth from greenhouse gas emissions are outlined. Chapter 7
concludes by overviewing recent positive developments to build a global movement amongst
business, governments, churches, the union movement and civil society campaigning for
action on climate change.

•

Chapter 8 looks at the other main sources of environmental pressure and investigates the costs
of inaction versus action of decoupling economic growth from these additional environmental
pressures. The environmental pressures investigated in this chapter have not been chosen
randomly. Rather they reflect the main areas chosen by the OECD for their frameworks on
decoupling economic growth from environmental pressures.
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•

In Chapter 9 the results of Chapters 5-8 are combined to address the main hypothesis of the
thesis is it possible to “have it all” – environmental sustainability, social justice and economic
growth and prosperity? The results of Chapters 5-8 seek to answer the question therefore of
whether it is possible to achieve sustainable development at the macroeconomic level. This
thesis does this deliberately to compliment books such as 8atural Capitalism19 and Factor 420
which have already shown that it is possible to achieve sustainable development at the microeconomic level of business. Chapter 9 also concludes the thesis by synthesising ten key steps
that would, if applied, help to move the great sustainability debates forward and create
conditions under which strong ecological modernisation would be more likely to occur.
Chapter 9 also calls for the prioritisation of education for sustainable development to help
create the conditions for ecological modernisation globally.

Whilst Chapter 9 discusses this in more detail there is an important understanding that comes from
this discussion that relates to the discussion of debates in this thesis. Hence it is important to note
it now so that the discussion of the debates which follows can be seen with this additional context
and understanding. The key insight is that many of these debates around whether it is possible to
achieve sustainability and greater business competitiveness or higher economic growth are subject
to a key condition. That condition is that those people in decision making positions in business
and government are good at finding triple bottom solutions that improve social, economic and
environmental outcomes simultaneously without any major trade offs. This thesis’s research in
Chapters 4-9 shows that there is an overwhelming case that triple bottom line solutions are
possible at the microeconomic and macroeconomic levels. But whether business and government
and society fulfil this potential and realise these triple bottom line possibilities is another matter.
This is because whether a company or a government achieves sustainable development depends on
how well a company or a government implements these sustainable development principles and
ideas in practice. How well a company or a government implements a sustainability strategy
depends on the decisions, technical choices or detailed policy decisions made by many people in
that company or government over many years. If a company or government does not identify
carefully win-win-win opportunities and instead implements sustainable development poorly they
can incur significant economic costs. Clearly that is not sustainable. How well people make
decisions in this area depends on many factors including their knowledge and experience on
developing strategies, processes and solutions for sustainable development. When it comes to
implementing sustainable development for companies or government the devil is in the detail.
Detailed insights are needed by decision makers in companies or government to achieve real eco-
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innovation or effective policy choices respectively. Whether decision makers in business and
government make wise choices depends critically on whether they have had a good education in
sustainable development. Education and professional development for sustainable development to
help business and government decision makers make wise choices regarding the implementation
of their sustainability strategies is critical to whether sustainable development is implemented well
or not. This was acknowledged recently by a CSIRO report on the issue of climate change. A
CSIRO report predicts a carbon emissions trading scheme will require three million workers to be
trained or re-skilled by 2015.21 The report says without retraining the workforce with the
necessary skills they need to help achieve a low carbon economy there is little chance the
Government will meet its target of reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 60 per cent by 2050.22
Society currently require years of training for all specialists before they are expected to be world
class at their profession. Yet currently there are few courses training the next generation in how to
be world class at sustainable development at the tertiary level. Addressing this gap is a central
focus of my research and publications to date (see Appendix 1.1) For eight years I have researched
and co-authored a range of publications and educational programs freely available online designed
to assist both formal professional development and adult self-directed learning in education and
training for sustainable development. These will be discussed further in the concluding chapter,
chapter 9.
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