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The National Round Table on the Environment and the
Economy is pleased to present this book as a further
contribution to the greater understanding of the
concepts of Sustainable Development and Sustainable
Communities.

The views expressed in its pages are those of its author
and do not necessarily represent those of the NRTEE
or its Members.
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Foreword

- Forgenerations, environmentalistsin North Americahave
fought to protect “nature,” but have been ambivalent in
thestruggle to create healthy, equitable, and economically
sustainable communities for the human family. Toward
Sustainable Communities confronts this major
contradiction and shortcoming of the North American
environmentalist tradition with practical, hopeful
guidance.

The inteilectual roots of the North American
environmerital movement.in Anglo-Romantic traditions of
the 19th century have inspired many battles to protect a
pure and wild nature, but they have.fpiled to guide
humankind on a course thatis sustainabiéj While we have
tended to niature’s ecosystems, we have permitted our
cities and towns to become engines of resource extraction
and exploitation, waste generation and release, so much so
that even the chemistry of the Earth’s atmosphere is no
longer spared from their effects.

During the period that environmentalism became 2
force in North American public life, our cities and
ccamunities have sprawled without consideration for
resource efficiency. Infrastructure hasbeen constructed —
housing, roadways and sewage systems, for instance --
which encourages disregardful resource consumption.
Water sources have been taxed or polluted. Built
environments have been designed which alter micro-
climates and promote photochemical smog formation.
Environmeatal services, such as public transit systems,
have been left without public support. Our settlements
have not only become less and less habitable for humans
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and most other species. They now stand as the geographic
point sources of most regiona!l and global environmental
problems, and threaten even the most distant wild areas
saved by environmental advocates.

Overthemostrecentdecades, anewhumanistictradition
in the environmental movement has developed, which
focuses attention directly upon the state, form, and
managemeni, of human communities. It includes the
Habitat movement, the Healthy Cities movement, and the
more recent “sustainable communities” and eco-cities
movements. These movements share the perspective that
the most direct and effective means to protect the
environment is to redevelop, retrofit, and redesign our
own communities — in other words, to make them
sustainable communities.

Toward Sustainable Communities chronicles many of
the practical outcomes of this new movement. Built upon
a sound theoretical basis — the application of the concept
of sustainable development through an ecosystemapproach
to human settlements management — the book explores
the subcomponents ~f human community life and its
impact on the environment. Toward Sustainable
Communiiies is a rare compendium of tested, practical
suggestions, helpful contacts, and essential references to
use in setiing community planning and development on a
sustainable course.

Jeb Brugmann

Secretary General

The International Commission for Local Environmental
Initiatives
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INTRODUCTION

This book is intended to enable local government officials
and citizens who want to apply the concept of “sustainable
development” in their communities. The rationale for
writing it is that many of our most critical global
environmental issues (e.g., atmospheric and potential
climate change) are rooted in local, day-to-day problems
(e.g., traffic congestion and inefficient land use patterns).
It follows that enlightened local decisions about these
issues will be of global as well as local benefit.

The people who prompted me to write this book were the
people for whom I wrote it — elected officials, municipal
staff, and concerned citizens. In the last few years I have
spoken widely on the topics described in these chapters.
Invariably, people ask me during or after my lectures
where they can find out more. The answer, until now, has
been “in my files.”

That isn’t good enough any longer. While global
environmental change is accelerating, there is a wealth of
important and exciting information that really can help us
make the 1990s the “Turnaround Decade” that sets the
planet on a sustainable course. Unfortunately, most of
this information is not available through the mainstream
media. I have endeavoured to make these ideas, tools and
resources accessible.

"The book is designed to be both stimulating and useful.
Each chapter begins with an introductory overview
explaining the topic and its relevance to sustainable
communities and/or municipal and local government,
followed by a set of Tools, Initiatives, and Resources. Each
chapter’s Resources section includes the bibliographic
references for that chapter.
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The book is not intended to be comprehensive; rather, it
attempts to identify and document the current range of
municipal and local government initiatives toward
sustainable communities. Dozens of tools, initiatives and
resources are presented in these pages, accompanied by
hundreds of references to aid interested readers in their
ownresearch, Certaintools andinitiatives maybe missing
because I didn’t know about them, but many others were
omitted because of space and budget limitations. I have
presented those which seeme most readily transferable
to other communities.

The mixed use of Canadian and American spellings
throughout the book (e.g., centre vs. center, neighbour vs.
neighbor) is because I have kept the original spellings
intact in allexcerptsfromthe literature otnot only Canada
and the US but also from several other countries.

This volume is part of a larger, ongoing research project.
If you are aware of sustainable community initiatives and
resources other than those described here, or are involved
in developingyour own sustainable community initiatives,
please send your information and/or documentation to me
in care of the publisher.

Idedicate thebook tothe municipalandlocal government
politicians, staff and citizen activists around the world
who have developed the wide array of initiatives that
make it possible. Your efforts to create a sustainable
future have sustained me as well.




PART ONE

From Sustainable Development to
Sustainable Communities
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The Mecaning of Sustainable Development

1

The Meaning of Sustainable Development

“Each generation is entitled to the interest on the natural
capital, but the principal should be handed on unimpaired.”
Canadian Conservation Commission, 1915

The environment has changed. Equally important, so has
our perception. We are beginning to realize that we too
have to change.

In 1970 our major environmental problems were
perceived to be local: smog, DDT, oil spills, jet exhausts,
and mercury. By 1990 the list and scale of environmental
problems had grown to global proportions, including
desertification, rising sea-levels, temperate and tropical
rainforest depletion, forest die-bark, acid rain, toxic

contamination of food and water supplies, soil erosion,

species extinction, freshwater scarcity, water table
depletion, marine pollution, fisheries collapse, ozone
depletion, greenhouse gas buildup, climatic change, and
urban growth.

Awares.ess of environmental deterioration has itself
been growing, in part due to a cascade of warnings (e.g.,
The Limitsto Growth, Global 2000, The World Conservation
Strategy)that what wehave untilnow called “development”
is in fact jeopardizing our future.

In December 1983, in response to a United Nations
General Assembly resolution, the UN Secretary-General
appointed Gro Harlem Brundtland of Norway as Chairman
of an independent World Commission on Environment
and Development. The mandate of the Brundtland

15
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Commissijon, as it became known, was threefold (WCED
1987):

“eto re-examine the critical issues of environment and
development and to formulate innovative, concrete,
and realistic action proposals to deal with them;

*to strengthen international co-operation on
environment and development and to assess and
propose new forms of co-operation that can break out
of existing patterns and influence policies and events
in the direction of needed change; and

* toraise the level of understanding and commitment to
action on the part of individuals, voluntary
organizations, businesses, institutesand govémments.”

For the next few years the Commission studied the
issues and listened to people at public hearings on five
continents, gatheringover 10,000 pages of transcripts and
written submissions from hundreds of organizations and
individuals. In April 1987 the Comrission released its
report Our Common Future. Atthe coreofthereportisthe
principleof “sustainable development.” The Commission’s
embrace of sustainable development as an underlying
principle gavepolitical credibility to a concept many others
had worked on over the previous decade. The Commission
defined sustainable development as meeting “the needs of
the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs.” This simple, vague
definition hasbeen criticized by some and hailed by others
(see Starke 1990).

Unfortunately, many pecple mistakenly use the term
“sustainable development” to mean either environmental
protection or else sustained economic growth (presumably
to pay for, among other things, environmental protection).
Even the Brundtland Commission accepted the need for a
five- to ten-fold increase in world industrial outpu: as
essential for sustainable development.
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( Sustainable Confusion w
“The term [sustainable development] has been
criticized as ambiguous and open to a wide range of
interpretations, many of which are countradictory.
The confusion has been caused because ‘sustainable
development,’ ‘sustainable growth’ and ‘sustainable
use’ have been used interchangeably, as if their
meanings were the same. They are not. ‘Sustainable
growth’ is a contradiction in terms: nothing physical
can grow indefinitely. ‘Sustainable use’ is applicakle
only to renewable resources: it means using them at
rates within their capacity for renewal.”

(TUCN 1991)
N\ /

Environmental protection islike foam padding—it offers
some protection from s fall. We congratulate ourselves if
we double our spending to double the thickness of the
foam, because we assume thicker foam means more
protection. However, we only get more protection if we fall
thesamedistance. Meanwhile, unsustainable development
constantly increases the distance we're likely to fall.
Sustainable development must therefore be more than
merely “protecting” the environment: it requires economic
and social change to reduce the reed for environmental
protection.

Like other political objectives of its kind (e.g.,democracy),
we all agree with the need for sustainable development
and disagree over what it entails. Nevertheless, sustainable
development has a core meaning which remains however
it is interpreted. There are three elements to this (see
Jacobs 1991):

* Environmental considerations must be entrenched in

economic policy-making. Environmental and economic
objectives mustbe placed within a coramon framework
in which a variety of parallel objectives can be
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4 Natural Capital \

The term “natural capital,” coined by ecological

economists, can help us understand the meaning of

sustairability. Like financial capital, natural capital
consistsofassets. Thereare three kindsof“ecological
assets”:

* nen-renewableresources,such as mineralsand fossil
fuels;

* the finite capacity of natural systems to produce
“renewable resources” such as food crops, forestry
products and water supplies - which are renewakle
only if the natural sysiems from which they are
drawn are not overexploited; and

» the capacity of natural systems to absorb the
emissions and pollutants which arise from human
actions without side effects which imply heavy
costs passed onto future generations (such as
activities that release chemicals which deplete the
atmosphere's ozone layer and greenhouse gases
which may cause serious climatic imbalances).

“No one can doubt that the stock of non-renewable

rescurcesis finite. Mo one can doubt that eco-systems

(individually and collectively within the biosphere)

have limits in their capacity to absorb pollutants.

There is agreement that some environmental assets

are irreplaceable - for instance areas [...] of

cutstanding natural beauty. The debate centres on
which environmental assets are irreplaceable and
the extent to which current {and projected) future
levels of rescurce use degrade the capital stock of
environmental assets for future generations, the
extent to which one resource can be substituted for
another (forinstance, a synthetic substancereplacing

a natural one) and the extent to which pollutants

derived from human activities are damaging the

biosphere.”

K (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 1991)/

18
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recognized. In particular, we must learn to live on the
“interest” generated by remaining stocks of living
“natural capital” (Rees 1991). Growth at the expense
of sustainability actually makes us poorer rather than
richer (Daly and Cobb 1989).

Sustainable development incorporates an inescapable
commitment to social equity. This requires not simply
the creation of wealth and the conservation of
resources, but their fair distribution both between and
within countries, including at least some measure of
redistribution between North and South. Sustainability
also requires the fuir distribution of environmental
benefits and costs between generations.
“Development” does not simply mean “growth,” as
represented by faulty measures of economic
performance such as increases in Gross National
Product (GNP). Development implies qualitative as
well as quantitative improvement.

Insum, sustainable development must beadifferent kind
of development. It must be a pro-active strategy to develop
sustainability.

This applies particularly in developed countries, where
one quarter of the world’s people consume three quarters
of the world’s resources. Given that North Americans are
among the world’s most inefficient and wasteful consumers
of materials and energy (see WCED 1987), it isincumbent
upon us to find ways of living more lightly on the planet.
For North Americans to contribute to global sustainability
will require major shifts in the lifestyles of the affluent. A
wide variety of approaches are called for, including
appropriate technologies, recycling, and waste reduction.
The mostimportant adaptation, however, is a reduction of
our present levels of material and energy consumption.
This will require a more globally conscious kind of local
development than we are accustomed to.
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Social Equity and Sustainable Development
Today the poorest fifth of the world’s population has
lessthan two percent ofthe world’s economic product
while the richest fifth has 76 percent; the 26 percent
of the world’s population living in the developed
enuntries consumes 80-86 percent of nonrenewable
resources and 34 to 53 percent of food products.
Bringing the Third World up to North American living
standards would require a five-toten-fold increase in
world industrial output (see WCED 1987), yet the
contingent combination of depleted resource stocks
(e.g., fossil fuels, fisheries, forests) with degraded life-
support systems (e.g., czone depletion,global warming,
acid rain) demonstratesthe impossibility ofthe entire
world consuming and polluting at the rate of North
Americans. Social equity demands that we balance
the needs of the biosphere with the needs of the vast
majority of the human population, the world’s poor.
Within the developed nations, this in turn means that
we must balance the needs of the biosphere with the
needs of our own poor. But in doing so we can no
longer rely on our 200-year tradition of material
growth as the primary instrument of social policy.

N

“The opposite of wealth is not poverty but sufficiency. This isw
critical. Sufficiencyis nota matterofsacrificeand deprivation.

It is a means of working out different ways of achieving
satisfaction in our own lives.”

Porritt 1989
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4 ™

Towecrd Global Equality

“To try to solve the economic problems of the high-
consumption welfare states or the poor countries by
stimulating further growth in the former, as the
Brundtland Commission and many others propose,
will exacerbate problems for botk rich and poor
couniries. Eventhe stimulation of growthin the poor
countries willbe counterproductive unlessthe growth
is oriented toward solar energy and is based on
ecologically sound renewable resource production.
To attempt to deal with international disparities by
trickling aid from growth-stimulated rich countries
to poor countries will at best be insufficient to reduce
those countries’ poverty; at worst, such an approach
increases their dependency on technology and oil,
deepens their debt, and leads to more ecological
destruction. If we in the rich countries are to help
those in the poor, we must reduce our own
consumption[...]Whether or not such a path is
sufficient to move toward global equality, it is
becessary.” (Boothroyd 1991)/

INITIATIVES

United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (UNCED)

The first-ever “Earth Summit” was held in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil, in June 1992. Ironically, because of political
sensitivity the official agenda generally avoided direct
discussion of what many analysts perceive to be the two
key global sustainability issues: consumption in the North
and population growth in the South. Despite the possibility
of important international agreements on critical global
issues arising from UNCED, many people now realize that
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) may
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have a more profound impact on the future of the global
environment than all the handshaking and speechmaking
by headsof state at the Earth Summit. UNCED information
is available in North Anierica from:

National Secretariat UNCED '92

Environment Canada

10 Wellington Street, 4th Floor

Hull, Quebec K1A 0H3

Tel: 819/953-1420 Fax: 819/953-3557

UNCED New York Office

Room S-3060, United Nations

New York, NY 10017

Tel: 212/963-5959 Fax:212/963-1010

National “Green Plans”
Canadaisone of a handful of nations that has produced a
“Green Plan” for a healthy environment. The Plan was
prepared by the Government of Canadaafter cross-country
consultations in 1990. It claims that its measures will
reverse environmental damage, maintain future
development, and secure a healthy environment and a
prosperous economy. Time will tell if the plan lives up to
its claims. Whatever its weaknesses, however, the simple
fact of having a plan demonstrates environmental
leadership relative to most other countries. Available
from Environment Canada Communications Offices or
from:

Canada’s Green Plan

¢/o Environment Canada

Ottawa, Canada K1A OH3

Round Tables on the Environment and the Economy

Apparently unique to Canada, Round Tables are founded
upon the conviction that the success of sustainable

12
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development will be determined through the definition of
anew consensus. Round Tables attempt to bring together
a representative selection of people from all facets of
society — governments, industry, ecology groups, unions,
universities, native peoples—to create aforum for divergent
points of view. The idea is that the consensus, alliances,
and synergy essential for effective sustainable development
policy may emerge through these new institutions.
Provincial and many community Round Tables have also
been established throughout Canada. Moreinformationis
available from:

National Round Table

on the Environment and the Economy

1 Nicho'as Street, Suite 520

Ottawa, Ontario K1N 7B7

Tel: 613/992-7189 Fax: 613/992-7385

RESOURCES

Tue WorLp ConservaTioN UnioN (IUCN), THE UNITED
Nations EnviRoNMENT ProGrAMME (UNEP), AND THE
WorLp WipE Funp For NaTure (WWF),Caring for the
Earth: A Strategy for Sustainable Living (Gland,
Switzerland: IUCN/UNEP/WWF, 1991). Dozens of
governments and international agencies contributed to
this report, vhich sets out 132 measures that must be
implemented overthe next ten totwenty yearsifthe Earth
is to remain capable of supporting its population. The
report estimates that ensuring the long-term survival of
the planet will cost $1,288 billion over the next decade
(equal to three times Canada’s national debt), much of
which could come from reducing military spending, selling
“Earthcare Bonds,” and other financial mechanisms.
.Additional recommendations include creating an
international body to monitor the environment on a global

13
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scale, controlling population growth, minimizing the
depletion of non-renewable resources, and sharing
resources between rich and poor countries and with future
generations.

This report stands out as essential reading for two
reasons. It is the first such document to propose a global
action plan that will — sooner or later, in this format or
another~have tobe adopted. Itisalso the first such report
to recognize that local governments are key units for
environmental care. Available from:

United Nations Environment Programme
Room DC 2 - 0803

United Nations

New York, NY 10017

Tel: 212/963-8093

WorLp CommissioN oN ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT,
Our Common Future (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1987). This is the report of the Brundtland
Commission discussed above. The Commission’s main
recommendations are to revive economic growih; change
the quality of growth; conserve and enhance the resource
Lbase; ensure a sustainable level of population; re-orient
technology and manage risks; integrate environment and
economics in decision-making; reform international
economic relations; and strengthen international co-
operation. The Commission’s call for a five- to ten-fold
increase in world industrial output, withoat any analysis
to show whether such expansion is ecologically possible, is
highly questionable.

LINDA STARKE, Signs of Hope: Working Towards Qur
Common Future (NY: Oxford University Press, 1990).
Starke’s book records some of the progress made in the
first few years after publication of Our Common Future,
and points to initiatives underway around the world by
governments, industry, scientists, non-governmental

14
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organizations, the media, and young people. While not
intended to be comprehensive, it shows that those working
toward a custainable future no longer toil alone.

LesTErR BROWN, ET AL, State of the World: A
Worldwatch Institute Report on Progress Toward a
Sustainable Society (NY: W.W. Norton & Co., annual).
Thisannual volumeincludesconsistently credible research
relating to the challenge of sustainable development.
Topics addressed in 1991 included energy, waste, forestry,
urban transport, over-consumption, green taxes, and the
environmental impacts of war. The Worldwatch Institute
also publishes an excellent series of papers and a bi-
monthly magazine, World Watch. Available in bookstores
or from:

Worldwatch Institute

1776 Massachusetts Ave., NW
Washington, DC 20036-1904
Tel: 202/452-1999

Fax: 202/296-7365

MicHAEL J AcoBs, The Green Economy: Environment,
Sustainable Development and the Politics of the
Future (London: Pluto Press, 1991). Thisbook is primarily
about environmental economic policy in industrialized -
countries, which Jacobs argues are mainly responsible for
the environmental crisis. Jacobsrejectsboth thetraditional
Green movement demand of “zero growth” and the new
economic orthodoxy which seeks to give the environment
a monetary value. He argues that sustainability provides
an objective both morally defensible and capable of being
translated into policy. He then describes a range of
instruments by which economic activity can be
constrained within environmental limits, and shows
how environmental policies need not hurt the poor. His
discussion includes regulation versus financial
incentives, the role of government expenditure, and
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integrating equity with social policy. The last section
of the book addresses questions of measurement in
the context of environmental decision-making.

Jacobs’ final chapter addresses the impact of a Green
economy on our lives. Jacobs makes a cogent distinction
between “standard of living,” as equated simply with
disposable income, and “quality of life,” the sum of all
things which people purchase collectively, whether through
public expenditure (e.g., public education) or not purchased
at all (e.g., air quality).

Will people be willing to forgo constant expansion of
material possessions in favour of a more sustainable
lifestyle? The important point, he notes, is not how likely
such a change in culture might be — whether or not the
change occurs is for us to decide. Cultures and tastes are
influenced by a whole range of social and political factors
which themselves can be changed and developed by political
parties, pressure groups, voluntary organizations,
individual behaviour and cultural activity. In this sense
achieving a sustainable economy inindustrialized societies
is not ultimately a question o1 economics but rather a
question of manifesting the desire 2nd v:ill to change.

Herman E. DarLy anp Joun B. Coss, JRr., For the
Common Good: Redirecting the Economy Toward
Community, the Environment, and a Sustainable
Future (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989). Daly, a World Bank
economist and Cobb, a theologian, teamed up to critique
“mainstream” economic thinkingand offer anew paradigm
for economics, public policy, and social ethics. Their work
is based on a concern with building community, achieving
equity and social justice, and maintaining high levels of
economic well-being while conserving and enhancing
environmental resources.

Dalyand Cobb arguethat the “welfare approach to social
justice” must be replaced by a more comprehensive
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approach in which municipalities expand their authority
and responsibility in order to work with local citizens on
projects designed to enhance community capacity
environmentally, socially and econcmically. They believe
that the promotion of greater levels of self-reliance within
the geographic boundaries of the municipality should
provide onebasisfor this new approach. Forexample, they
suggest that using wastes as raw materials and
emphasizing the iocal production of goods and services for
local use, using locally-based resources, is likely to have a
far greater positive impact or: social welfare than is the
further expansion of human services.

Perhaps Daly and Cobb’s greatest contribution is their
index of sustainable economic welfare (ISEW). As an
alternative accounting system to the GNP, the ISEW
attemptsto factor in the social and environmental costs of
growth in measures of:

* income distribution, as a measure of equity;

* net capital growth, in order to assess whether capital
formation is proceeding “in step” with population
growth, as a measure of the sustainability of current
economic activity;

* sources of capital (i.e., internal or external), as a
measure of self-reliance;

¢ natural resource depletion, as a measure of how much
future generations will need to be compensated for the
loss of services from exhausted nonrenewable
resources;

* environmental damage, as a measure of the costs of
noise, air and water pollution;

¢ value of unpaid household labour, in order to ensure
that the index does not discriminate against non-
waged contributions to general welfare.

Whereas GNP for the US has risen annually for the last

few decades, the ISEW shows a similar pattern of
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improvementsin the 1960s, little growth in the 1970s, and
decline inthe 1980s. The exercise underscores the authors’
argument that growth at the expense of sustainability
makes us poorer rather than richer. The important
question, they conclude, is whether we continue to focus
our efforts on increasing total output or whether we
redirect our focus toward sustainability.
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“Itisbecoming apparent thatalmostevery issueofsustainabl)
development which emergesat the local level will bereplicated,
in one form or another, at the provincial, national and
international levels.”
George E. Connell, Chair,
National Round Table on the Environment and the
Economy, letter to the Prime Minister, 1991.

N
~

Importing Sustainability )

“Our preliminary data for industrial cities suggest
thatthe land ‘consumed’ by urban regions is typically
at least an order of magnitude greater than that
contained within the usual political boundaries or
the associated built-up area. If we take the lower
Fraser Valley (Vancouverto Hope) as an example, our
regional population uses 18 times as much land as it
actually occupies. The missing land is, in effect,
‘imported’ from distant elsewheres which may not be
ecologically secure or politically stable [...} However
brilliant its economic star, every city is an ecological
black hole drawing on the material resources and
productivity of a vast and scattered hinterland many
times the size of the city itself.”

(Recs 1992)
I\ "/

Nearly halfof the world's people will live in urban areas by
the turn of the century (see WCED 1987). The way these
urban areas are developed will largely determine our
success or failure in overcomingenvironmental challenges
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and achieving sustainable development. Cities provide
enormous, untapped opportunitiesto solve environmental
challenges, and local governments must and can pioneer
new approaches to sustainable development and urban
management. They must also assume the responsibility
and marshall the resources to address the environmental
problemsfacingtheir communities{see Toronto Declaration
1991).

Although common environmental themes unite the
world’s communities, the communities of the developing
(Southern) world face distinctly different challenges than
those facedby the communitiesofthe developed (Northern)
world. From the perspective of sustainable development,
the basic problem with Northern cities is that they are
unsustainable, whereas the basic problem with Southern
citiesis thatthey are underdeveloped. Most Northern city
dwellers are adequately housed and fed, but they meet
theirneeds by consuming at rates the planet cannot afford
and polluting at rates the planet cannot tolerate. Most
Southern city dwellers cannot meet their basic needs for
food, clean water, clean air, fuel, transport and an
environment free of disease-causing agents. While this
dichotomy i