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Industry, sustainability and progress

The issue of "industrial development," one of the four areas of progress to be reviewed by CSD-14, may seem straightforward, especially to those who assume industrial development leads to economic growth and is  therefore essential to the objective of eradicating poverty. Such assumptions also tend to assume that economic growth will provide the financing necessary to protect the environment and manage natural resources. 

This view, which raises the priority of economics over environmental and social conditions, appears throughout many of the papers prepared for this CSD session, as it has in past sessions and other international meetings and processes.
Yet many of us, especially civil society groups working directly with the poor, indigenous peoples and local communities, know that "stimulating industrial development" does not necessarily further the objective of eradicating poverty.
 In many cases industrial development does not eradicate or alleviate poverty but instead deepens it; in others, it creates poverty. Many large hydroelectric dam projects have relocated whole communities of people -- usually poor, sometimes brutally. Mining and other forms of resource extraction have links not only with pollution and environmental damage but also human rights abuses and community disruption; indigenous peoples especially face such conflicts. Some examples include local community conflicts with the operations of Freeport-McMoRan in Irian Jaya/West Papua, Shell and other oil companies in Nigeria, and, in the United States, mountain-top removal by coal mining companies in the Appalachian Mountains. Across the promised "clean" benefits of nuclear power falls the shadow of catastrophes such as Chernobyl and the lethal heritage of radioactive wastes active for millennia.
Industrial development is a process, not a solution

The trail of human and environmental tragedies left by industrial development seems endless. Behind most of these tragedies are narrow assumptions and broad rationalizations about the good of economic growth, not to mention the drive for wealth and profit (the unmentioned "elephant in the room.") Industrial development provides pharmaceuticals and X-ray machines as well as pollution and handguns; it creates jobs and destroys eco-systems; it builds houses and office buildings while generating slums and sprawl. Industrial development is also the primary human cause of global warming and climate change. 

An honest discussion about industrial development must acknowledge it is not simply an automatic good, the solution to global problems if only we tear down the barriers impeding it. Industrial development is as much a problem as it is a solution. Instead of assuming it is the solution, industrial development should be viewed as a process, one requiring careful consideration of its nature and costs -- as well as who currently is vs.  who should be paying those costs.

Dueling paradigms 
For many the concept of development refers not so much to improving the quality of life for everyone (a goal more often associated with sustainable development.) Rather the conventional concept of development means continually expanding industrialization, economic growth, and ever higher levels of consumption and production. For most of the past century, both communist and capitalist societies agreed that industrialization is good and more is better -- with the consequent environmental and health impacts accepted as unfortunate costs outweighed by the gains. In either system, to question the industrial paradigm, the ideology of sustained economic growth, was and in many ways continues to be a taboo. 
Yet we now know the consequences of unquestioned devotion to this paradigm: Chernobyl, Bhopal, Love Canal and many other cases leading up to Agenda 21 and a slowly expanding awareness that "humanity has reached a turning point."
 Although many still cling religiously to this belief in sustained growth, political and industry leaders in the last quarter of the 20th Century gradually began to acknowledge the need "to promote environmentally sustainable economic development."
 
This duel between the paradigms of sustained growth and of sustainability presents a confusing paradox for policymakers, journalists and citizens alike. Instead of sustained growth, policymakers and public leaders should concentrate on how to achieve sustainable production and consumption -- in conjunction with eradicating poverty and protecting the environment. The World Summit on Sustainable Development identified these as the three "overarching objectives" of sustainable development. Such a reorientation would prioritize the balance of otherwise competing economic, environmental and social priorities rather than automatically put economic growth above all else. 
A major part of this reorientation and balancing means:

· making greater effort to identify and internalize social and environmental costs (rather than passing them on to others), 
· ensuring that products and production processes adhere to principles minimizing those costs,

· paying greater attention to and raising awareness about the nature and impacts of a country or community's consumption demands. 
If the objective is to achieve sustainable consumption as well as production patterns, there will be more attention to the question of how to meet the real needs of the consumer. Our planet cannot afford an economic system that wastes resources selling people things they do not need or really want. Yet, in 2002 global spending on advertising reached $446 billion -- a ninefold increase since 1950.
 Also, to increase consumption, consumers are encouraged to use credit cards to spend even more on purchases, increasing industry revenue while putting many consumers into greater debt and poverty. While such purchases may add to the Gross National Product, they do not necessarily improve the quality of life.

Quality of life for all
Advertisers and marketers know that beyond basic needs such as food, clothes, shelter, health care, and education, what many people need and want is a sense of belonging, self-repect and dignity, a sense of appreciation and meaningful life. Such needs have traditionally been met through relationships within the family and community, in which individuals earn status through their actions rather than through costly symbolic products. One source of status and meaning, as well as the means to provide for one's needs, comes through livelihood. 

Livelihoods are important parts of a community or society's production system. When we think of the sustainabilty of production processes and products, we also need to think about the quality of life of the producer in the workplace. Part of that quality is in the wages and benefits, part in the safety and meaningfulness of the work, part in the social relations of the workplace, how workers are treated by management, customers and each other. Another important quality is to what degree the worker feels secure, both during the actual worklife and in retirement. Many of the poor are those too old to work; they nevertheless also need a means to live. The needs of the aging as well as future generations are priorities of sustainability -- and should be of the community and government to which they belong.
Who will pay?

While it is easy, with some effort, to adopt the rhetoric of sustainability it is less easy, as seen  these past decades, to make the actual transition. Despite the many commitments and best practices emerging from Rio, despite improvements in technologies and ecoefficiency, human society's ecological footprint on the earth only gets larger each year. CO2 emissions from automobiles, power plants and other human sources, continues to increase -- despite growing concerns and impacts from global warming and climate change. Where economic growth has taken place, the gap between rich and poor does not narrow but grows wider. Beyond the parade of voluntary initiatives and international meetings, the implementation gap does not narrow but grows wider.

In response to these criticisms, the critical question is raised: Who will pay for the transition to sustainability?  

In practice, there remains significant resistance by country governments, industries and businesses who claim the demands of sustainable development unfairly impede their economic  development, that it undermines job creation and other efforts to eradicate poverty, that the costs are too great. Ironically perhaps, this argument is made not only by poor and less-industrialized countries; some of the loudest protests come from some of the wealthiest and powerful nations and corporations. 
Investing in whose future?

The quest to understand the nature of the implementation gap, to identify the obstacles to industry's successful transition to sustainability inevitably takes us to the realm between  consumption and production. This is the critical realm of investment -- in which decisions are made regarding what resources will be invested in what types of production and product. These decisions determine what will be produced for whom and how, based on degree of access to resources. This is nothing new: It is the marketplace where those with the money and means decide what and whose needs will addressed, with their particular needs and priorities coming first. For the financial investor, the key question regarding production and consumption is not about sustainability but about what sells. The goal is not an improved quality of life for everyone but improved profit and market share.
Thus the critical question: What responsibility do those with greater access to resources have to promote and protect the health and well-being of the human and ecological community on which they depend? To what degree are or should those with the means be held accountable for how things end?
Corporate responsibility and accountability

At the Sixth Session of CSD, NGOs and other Major Groups participated in a dialogue with government delegates on the topic of "Industry and Sustainable Development." Some of the issues now being raised at this 14th Session were originally discussed in 1998. One serious controversy had to do with assessing the effectiveness of corporate voluntary intiatives, codes of conduct and other self-regulatory approaches and to what degree they should be promoted without any means of independent verification. The issue has been especially heated where voluntary approaches are proposed as an alternative to government monitoring, regulation and enforcement.
Today this promotion of voluntary approaches now takes shape in various forms within the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) movement. Who could argue with the idea of companies voluntarily making an effort to be more socially responsible?  
However, a major concern raised at CSD-6 and again today is the fact that while some companies may behave responsibly, others do not. Some behave badly but cover this up through advertising and other public relations (i.e., "greenwashing.") Without independent monitoring and verification of company claims, the public cannot know who to believe or trust. When it is discovered that one or more company has abused and misled the public, the subsequent distrust spreads to other companies, whether or not guilty. This situation inevitably leads to a credibility gap which unfairly undermines efforts by sincere and responsible companies. Despite language in Agenda 21 about the need for governments to level the playing field and make the polluter pay, there remains strong resistance by governments and industry against developing accountability mechanisms to ensure corporate responsibility. 

In this past decade an epidemic of corporate irresponsibility brought public distrust of business and industry to new low levels, with greater public support for more government regulation and oversight. Yet the resistance to external monitoring and verification of corporate behavior remains strong, stubbornly insisting upon voluntary efforts and self-reporting with self-verification of companies' progress towards sustainability. By contrast, efforts within government and civil society to provide the accountability needed to overcome credibility and implementation gaps are brushed aside as a naive and out-of-date obession with "command-and-control." However, as continues to be pointed out over the years, there can be no effective corporate responsibility without accountability, and to progress towards sustainability requires accountability mechanisms to ensure business and industry pays the costs that traditionally have been passed on to the poor and to future generations.
While the World Summit on Sustainable Development made an important step forward by acknowledging the importance of corporate responsibility and accountability, it is now time to define what this means, especially in terms of policy and practice. It is time for governments, with active civil society input and participation, to  monitor and hold companies accountable for their behavior and to close the credibility gap.
New concepts of wealth and prosperity

Perhaps industry would be closer to sustainability today if the international community had given higher priority to the Agenda 21 objective to develop "new concepts of economic growth, wealth and prosperity which allow higher standards of living through changed lifestyles and are less dependent on the Earth's finite resources and more in harmony with the Earth's carrying capacity,"
 with these "reflected in new systems of national accounts." Some important steps here include the Genuine Progress Indicator, the Ecological Footprint and Global Reporting Initiative. However, among those countries without national policies and strategies to implement such ideas, we can expect little progress. 

For those countries and companies which have embraced the sustainability paradigm and have made the commitment and begun implementing such sustainability policies and strategies, we can only applaud them for having the vision, will and integrity to do what is right and desperately needed. For those countries, companies and individuals stuck in last century's paradigm of economic growth at any cost (especially when it is paid by someone else, such as the poor and future generations), it will be civil society's job and obligation to identify and pressure them to make this transition. Within the CSD, NGOs have a particular opportunity to be able say many things which governments or business representatives cannot comfortably express -- even if they agree. In the discussion about energy, industrial develoment and climate change, there are a number of things which NGOs are especially obligated to say -- even if this creates some discomfort among those whose interests and loyalties make them resist or perhaps oppose this transition. 
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