THE GROWTH DILEMMA:  Sustainable Development and Climate Change.
Introduction: 

On the 28th April 2010, WAG  hosted a conference for people involved on Local Service Boards and Community Plan Leadership Partnerships to discuss the potential for Sustainable Development to provide an integrated and overarching framework for public policy. The conference was planned around two workshops run in parallel, one on Sustainable Development and another on Climate Change.  At the last minute this structure was scrapped, without explanation, but it does raise questions about these 2 areas of public policy and how they relate to each other. Some thoughts are provided below:
Climate Change:

Climate Change, adaptation and mitigation, policies are focussed on reducing the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. However many responses and targets are couched in terms of cutting emissions by a certain rate, e.g. the ‘10:10’ campaign to reduce emissions by 10% in 2010. Such campaigns will help but what is often overlooked is that the key issue is the total amount of C02 in the atmosphere. In other words rapid action now to reduce emissions will give us more time to adapt. If we are slow to reduce emissions then time for action is significantly curtailed. As Allen has put it,

“What matters is how much C02 we release not how fast we do it. Burning carbon slower doesn’t help if it simply means that emissions are postponed. The cuts that matter are those that keep carbon out of the atmosphere forever “ (Myles Allen)..
Put another was complacency comes at a price!
C02 levels and the resultant global warming will lead to potentially catastrophic impacts: sea level rise , loss of agricultural land and reduced food production, the movement of ‘climate refugees’ within and across continents, loss of bio-diversity, etc. These impacts have been well aired in the press. 

Unfortunately while it is clear that carbon based economic growth is the cause of climate change, the prospect of a voluntary reduction in economic activity, as measured by GDP, appears to be nil!. There is no indication that a scenario involving lower GDP and an alternative interpretation of well being and prosperity is being taken seriously by politicians and policy makers. Nevertheless there is an increasing incidence of proposals for alternative futures from writers and economists and local environmental lobby groups.

With such a commitment to economic growth it is not surprising that policies in response to Climate Change are often presented as a business opportunity, ie ,green jobs and a green economy, and as a stimulus for industrial restructuring and capital investment, eg, in nuclear energy, renewable energy, public transport, etc. As Wilkinson and Pickett have argued energy efficiency is the new stimulus for growth:
“Because energy-saving innovations mean that we can buy more, they are like economic growth. Though they give us higher material living standards for any level of carbon emissions, much of the carbon savings get swallowed up by higher living standards” (page 220). 
The assumption seems to be that economic growth and a low carbon economy are comfortable partners. Jackson points to two concerns; the urgency for a dramatic transformation in the carbon content of the economy:

” In a world of 9 billion people all aspiring to western lifestyles, the carbon intensity of every dollar of output must be at least 130 times lower in 2050 that it is today. By the end of the century, economic activity will need to be taking carbon out of the atmosphere not adding to it” (page  187)
and, that peak oil is not the only constraint on growth that we face,

“the loss of productive land, and, if the whole world consumed at only half the rate the USA does, for example, copper, tin, silver, chromium, zinc and a number of other ‘strategic minerals’ would be depleted in less than four decades. Some rare earth metals will be exhausted in a decade at current global consumption rates” (page 10)
So, even if, by some miracle, we were able to convert to renewable energy supply over-night there would still be major constraints on consumption and development.

In public policy debates climate change policy seems to focus on: energy efficiency, micro-generation, renewable energy, flood defences, etc, see WLGA ‘Action Not Words’ (2006). In other words the problem is defined in such a way that it is amenable to intervention without too much disruption. It tends to be seen as a technical problem requiring a technical solution. Biodiversity loss, on the other hand, however, remains a marginal concern, important but an under resourced policy area, perhaps because to enhance and protect biodiversity would require significant restrictions or regulations on industry, on land and at sea.
In the same debates the social justice and equality objectives of public policy are often assumed to be a ‘natural’ beneficial outcome of growth, if mentioned at all!. The reality is that the social policy justification for more economic growth, green or otherwise, has been the ‘mantra’ of politicians and policy makers for decades, i.e. “economic growth is a precondition for solving the social problems of society”. However, increasing evidence is becoming available to indicate that this is not the case, that growth is ‘uneconomic’ and that the benefits of increased consumption and development have ‘peaked’ and are not fairly distributed.
On this basis the discussions about policies for ‘climate change’ adaptation and mitigation’ are in danger of being nothing more than a distraction from the fundamental problems facing society and Government in the 21st Century.

Sustainable Development
Discussions about Sustainable Development (SD) policy are often ‘laboured’ and unproductive because of the ambiguity of the term; simply the term is easily hi-jacked and provides a useful prefix.
The reality is that SD is about confronting the ‘peaks’ of oil, carbon, essential minerals consumption, highways, inequality, growth, etc, in order to arrive at a sustainable society. There is no avoiding that a transition to a more environmental and socially responsible, secure and stable society will have to confront and resolve issues of how ‘growth and development’ are defined and how the benefits are rationed and re-distributed. 
As Wilkinson and Pickett have made clear the process of transition will have to be predicated on greater social cohesion and economic equality rather than promising them as a positive outcome of change at some time in the distant future.
As Jackson has explained, we have moved from economic growth to uneconomic growth, ie the costs of growth are greater than the benefits, within the 20th Century. A glaringly obvious questions therefore arises: ‘How can a conventional view of economic growth be credible in societies, like the UK and USA, where we have failed to provide sufficient housing for all, where ‘poor people get poor services’, where mutual respect and trust are in decline and where the expectation seems to be that ‘social capital’ can compensate for low taxation and diminishing public spending?’ Some would argue that a dysfunctional economy begets a dysfunctional, ‘dog eat dog’, society.
The 5 principles of Sustainable Development (see Footnote) require fundamental moral positions to be taken, as uncomfortable as that might be! Sandel has recently made clear there are moral choices to be made: equality or inequality, individual rights or the common good, ‘there is no ‘fence to sit on’, (Sandel 2009). Currently we are avoiding these fundamental questions and they need to be confronted, and the sooner the better. The fact that some developed nations have the social cohesion and moral strength to behave differently is instructive. Some Nordic countries, for example, have taken unilateral action and introduced a carbon tax, whereas France has recently announced that it is not prepared to do so without an international agreement, with the UK strongly backing this view (‘Guardian’  24th March 2010).
Policy Change?:
Discussing the limits of Climate Change adaptation and mitigation policies and action and the challenges of the transition to a sustainable society is all very well but we have to accept that the ‘politics of policy’ is critical. At present some policies are beyond challenge, inviolate, while new and emerging alternatives take time to get on to the agenda  (it is relatively easy to stay on a moving carousel but very hard to jump on!! )
The context of public policy has changed fundamentally over the last 30 years with the privatisation and a ‘hollowing out’ of the public sector (N.Klein, 2007). This means that the pendulum has swung to such a degree that direct and rapid Government intervention is inhibited and that, in some public service provision, a barrier exists between policy makers and the public and with it reduced accountability. Governance and the democratic deficit has become a concern, as reflected in ‘Beyond Boundaries,’ the WAG review of local service delivery, 2006. 
Paradoxically, at the same time central government intervention has increased in response to the financial crisis, and centralised decision making is becoming more evident with regard to planning decisions on major infrastructure decisions (airport expansion, high speed rail, and nuclear power and limits to renewable energy), at the expense of local discretion and engagement.
Furthermore in some industrial sectors, e.g. agriculture, the financial sector, nuclear industry, etc, which are heavily dependent on state subsidy, the Government is weak, slow or unwilling to maximising its influence!.
What is clear is that policy instruments exist and intervention takes place when the national interest is seen to be under threat. The difficulty is that there are limits to intervention because Governments need to be reassured that either intervention is supported by the public or that they will lose power if they do not act. Unsustainable development and uneconomic growth have yet to attain the status or level of ‘crisis’. In the UK, Governments have developed policies and taken action in response to climate change but not at the risk of .status quo, economic growth and efficiency. In Jackson’s view,

“Government is caught in the dilemma of growth” (page 167).

Clearly the rapid development and impact of established environmental lobby groups and local movements such as the Transition Towns, cannot be dismissed. In fact ‘mass localism’ in the form of local and community initiatives has been encouraged by Governments and charities for decades, most recently, for example the competitive bidding process adopted in the  UK’s Low Carbon Communities Challenge and the ‘Big Green Challenge’ ( Blunt and Harris 2010). While local action may be significant, locally, it has to be seen in perspective, i.e., not challenging the current priorities and economic growth imperative. In addition it would be naïve not to recognise its powerful symbolic status and alleviative role (the self management of austerity!). However the actions of some local authorities across the UK in taking the lead, eg, the Merton Rule, and supporting local Transition initiatives may indicate a small but progressive direction in local public policy.
.
Public Policy in Wales:
It is clearly the case that NAW/WAG and local public agencies in Wales have limited resources and powers compared with global institutions, corporate interests, the EU and the UK Government. 
However, NAW/WAG are committed to Sustainable Development (as expressed in the ‘One Planet One Wales’ policy document), as are many Local Service Boards (LSB) and their partners in the Community Plan Leadership Partnerships (CPLP). Further encouragement is provided by the WLGA , which has produced awareness raising documents, such as ‘Action Not Words’, and by Cynnal Cymru and the SD Commission (Cardiff office), in an attempt  to promote awareness of the need for Sustainable Development and to promote best practice .
What is key here, and relevant to LSBs and CPLPs, is that whatever the financial constraints over the next 5 years, public agencies, collectively, have significant resources with which to make public service delivery mechanisms and outcomes congruent with SD principles and objectives. Indeed some savings will be achieved by adopting ‘green policies’. Similarly, some savings and more effective service delivery will be achieved by engaging with communities and making the most of ‘social capital’, a point made in the ‘Beyond Boundaries’ report.
Whilst it would be foolish to imagine that ‘more with less’ and ‘community self help’ will be enough on their own to deliver a Sustainable Society it would also be foolish to ignore the potential for local innovation, by the public and voluntary sector, to provide examples of best practice and in doing do to take some steps towards sustainability.
An interim conclusion is that in Wales the policy justification for moving to a sustainable society exists, the resource and powers, however, are inevitably, limited and inadequate for the task. However this not a basis for inaction nor does it justify policy paralysis. There is a key issue of the local power perception both within NAW/WAG and across all public agencies be they national (Cardiff), regional or local.
The Process of Change: from Climate Change to Sustainability:
Policies on their own do not guarantee change, in fact it is possible to have ‘policy without action’ and ‘action without policy’. Cynics, or realists, would argue that it is always possible to find a policy to suit your purpose. So, what or who are the key ‘change agents’?
Face The Reality
i) Much of Wales has a GDP level well below the EU average, accepting this as ‘the norm’ rather than maintaining the vain hope of a dramatic rise in GDP would be a first step . As Jackson has pointed out, a sustainable economy will be structured around personal and public labour intensive public services.
ii) That action is needed now: the need for action is urgent and the public and voluntary sectors have a responsibility, in the case of local government a legal duty (2000 LGvt Act, and 2004 Planning Act), to advance the well-being and sustainability of the locality. 

Alternative ‘futures’ should be a key discussion within LSBs and CPLPs.
Promote fairness and mutual respect
Recognising that social cohesion and well being requires greater economic equality is a critical step and the public sector employers have it within their grasp to review wage levels and reduce inequality through a minimum and maximum wage policy and targeted local recruitment practices.
Revive the Public Service Ethos:

Public service funding, delivery and procurement will have to be reviewed, and difficult choices made, particularly in the light of demographic change. The myth of the benefits of the privatisation of public services has to be challenged, particularly the long term costs to the public purse. 
Awareness Raising and Staff Development.
Barriers such as complacency, inertia and ignorance as well as the fear of certain types of change should not be underestimated, so a process of awareness raising, promotion and confidence building is paramount involving all sectors collaboratively. The inevitability of change should be presented as an opportunity for greater prosperity and well-being not as a threat. This view is consistent with the calls for greater ambition and innovation in ‘Beyond Boundaries’ (paras 6.8 and 6.9) 
Sustainable Development Principles:

Need to be understood and applied, not just in policy rhetoric but in practice day-to-day. To this end the dominance and benefit of the ‘economic imperative’ has to be exposed for what it is, uneconomic and unsustainable and undermining environmental and social objectives. 
Organisational and Individual Disposition:

Policy ‘entrepreneurs’ exist within institutions, both the public and voluntary sectors, but they need support and encouragement to challenge the status quo, ‘think the unthinkable’, and promote innovative and best practice. There is no doubt the recognition and need to change exists within individuals but organisational inertia or a ‘risk averse culture’ inhibits action.  

Good Governance and Community Engagement:

SD includes a commitment to good governance, with greater engagement with communities of geography and interest, in order to reconstruct social cohesion and promote joint working. This assertion is absolutely consistent with the rhetoric in ‘Beyond Boundaries’ which concludes that;

“The first critical success factor is citizen engagement. The development of the relationship ..must be pursued effectively and urgently” (para 6.20), 
“implementing change requires a relationship of trust” (para 6.21) and, 
“the mechanisms for engaging with the public need to be transformed“ (para 6.22)  

Adovcacy:
In addition to direct intervention through public service delivery LSB and CPLP members have the opportunity to lobby for change within NAW / WAG, and through Cardiff to Westminster and Brussels (eg NAW/WAG recent lobbying for an extended period for the CAP/SFP transition process). 
Conclusion
The first conclusion is the tendency to focus of Climate Change policy as the easier option and that Sustainable Development policy is still at the margins of the policy arena. 

The second conclusion is that change will take place and will require a response from local public agencies and that SD principles offer a set of guiding principles for this response. The evidence suggests, however, that the process of change will not be a smooth one and will involve significant economic and social tensions.  Just as the 20th Century was the most violent in human history, there is no reason to assume that the 21st Century will pass by on a tide of mutual respect and benevolence between nations and continents when the very survival of the planet is at stake in a world of diminishing resources whilst population increases. Invention and initiative will have a critical role to play.
There are, and will be, significant barriers to change. It would be naive to believe that all people will be prepared to give up their wealth, incomes, and power for the public good unless, or until, they are persuaded that the whole of society is threatened by a crisis. Resistance to change is inevitable and the prospect of a major economic, social or environmental crisis as the ‘driver’ for change is very real. 20th Century Central Europe provides and insight into the change process (T. Garton- Ash 1990)
Finally, change is already with us, it is a permanent companion. The impact of the recent credit crunch is still rippling through us. Carbon rationing is being piloted. Food rationing by 2020 was one policy option presented in a report to Hilary Benn in 2008 (Chatham House report). The Common Agricultural Policy will be amended by 2014 and the predictions are that it could lead to the further restructuring and polarisation of the farming industry (Collective farming and Community Supported Agriculture, and large industrialised farms).
The challenge for LSB and CPLP members is to recognise the inevitability of change and then work collectively to use public investment and public service delivery to work with the direction of change to achieve a sustainable society.
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Footnote: Sustainable Development Principles:

· Living Within Environmental Limits,

· Ensuring a Strong, Healthy and Just Society,

· Achieving a Sustainable Economy,

· Promoting Good Governance,

· Using Sound Science Responsibly. 
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