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The root of major problems

The 21st century presents the world and especially North America with serious challenges: global warming, severe biodiversity loss/species extinction, new environmental health threats -- all products of growing unsustainable consumption and production patterns. The need to seriously reduce these patterns and the particular responsibility of the industrialized countries, has been highlighted for decades, for example by Agenda 21. Despite improvements in the efficiency of technology and in environmental awareness and behavior, these patterns and their social and environmental impacts continue to increase. The 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development identified "changing unsustainable consumption and production patterns" as one of the overarching objectives of sustainable development. This should also be one of North America's overarching objectives.

North America's footprint and responsibility

The ecological footprint is one indicator of a country's comparative environmental impact on the world. Compared with all other regions, North Americans' have the biggest per capita ecological footprint and the rest of the world has not missed this fact. North America has a moral obligation to address the imbalance -- not to encourage the world to increase their footprint but for us to reduce ours.

Public consultation and stakeholder dialogue

All other regions of the world have held one or more public consultations dealing with the challenge of changing their consumption and production patterns -- except for North America. This does not help our public image within the global community. This neglect sends a message that despite the impact we do not care that we consume far more energy and natural resources than anyone else. . On the other hand, there appears to be an increasing interest and willingness within North America to at least begin to discuss this challenge and obligation. If we are not to be swept away unprepared by the global challenges of the 21st century, as Katrina did to New Orleans, we need to engage society's stakeholders on the seriousness and need to address those challenges.  

Many strategies are needed
We need more than one strategy to adequately promote sustainable consumption in North America. We need a range of strategies addressing the problem in relation to the priorities of different stakeholders in different sectors, governmental, business and civic. In turn, we especially need what we might call a “cooperative strategy” by which those different players are able to work together towards common aims. This  requires first identifying  each player’s basic needs and interests.  We have to think systematically, exploring the connections between players.  

We should start with the three main sectors of 1) the public, 2) business and industry, and 3) government.  Each has their own set of basic needs.  

The Public. The North American public, like everyone else, wants to be healthy, safe, and secure, among other things. They expect business to provide products and services that meet these requirements. They believe that government is there to ensure these needs are met.

. Studies show many consumers  concerned about the environmental, social and health impacts of the products and services they consume but often feel inadequately informed about what they can do that will make a difference. Few have an adequate understanding of the impacts of the products and services they use, of their household footprint, or of how to significantly reduce that footprint and improve their quality of life.

Business and Industry. North American business, like business in other regions, needs a positive, ever growing bottom line to ensure its financial and competitive sustainability (long term survival). Business has to continually adapt to changing global conditions: Supplier reliability  energy and materials costs…  This requires developing and offering new products and services to larger and new markets.  Some have moved towards a “triple bottom line” management approach.

Government. Government needs to address the needs of both the public which elects it, and business which drives the economy.

Sectoral strategies and action plans

Having identified the players and sectors, we next need to agree on an over-arching goal that each of the strategies addresses, such as:  To improve in each sector the quality of life without causing harm through sustainable production and consumption practices, products, services, and policies.  

Next, we should agree that whatever the strategy, the result should be some type of progress and action within each  sector.  One strategic objective, for example, could be to ensure that the public  is adequately informed about the impacts and consequences of their choices. They also need and deserve to know what alternative choices now exist or could be available to them.

Therefore, our cooperative strategy and target for the public might be: to provide education and information on sustainable consumption,  raising awareness of the benefits to themselves and their offspring.  The aim  would be to make the consuming public more active in driving both business (through targeted purchasing) and government (through election selections) toward more sustainable behavior.

For business, the strategy would be to engage decision makers on the business case for sustainability, working especially with those who understand the case and are moving forward as they are able.  The targeted result would be production of products and offer of services that are more globally sustainable. The European Union, in developing their regional sustainable consumption and production action plans, understands that investment in technological and manufacturing innovation aimed at increasing energy and material efficiency will improve the region’s economic competitiveness in the global marketplace. North American business will also need to integrate sustainability values into its strategic planning if our region is also to be competitive in that changing global marketplace. .

Engaging  government on  the benefits to citizens and business  is the third “leg” of our strategy.  The resulting actions would be policies and funding that support initiatives which drive sustainable production and consumption.

In the long run, each North American government needs to develop its own domestic policy framework on promoting sustainable consumption and production. This in turn needs to integrate these aims and principles within the various governmental departments and agencies. Thus each governmental body should contribute to the national framework and in turn develop departmental strategies to implement those aims and principles. Such a framework also needs to emerge through consultations with citizens as well as "the experts." This requires outreach especially to those groups and initiatives already involved in addressing the challenge.
Agents of change: The next step in developing a cooperative regional strategy is to identify who will move this agenda of sustainable production and consumption forward.  Who are the “agents of change” that will provide the necessary education and political engagement that will result in  significant and meaningful change?

Two obvious agents immediately come to mind: NGOs and Academia.  Both have a long history of education and of driving change.

Rachel Carson’s research into the impacts of pesticides on human health helped launch the environmental movement and reforms of the 1970s. Another example of significant and meaningful change resulting from the interaction and cooperation of the academic community, consumer and citizen health organizations, and others in changing one unsustainable consumption and production pattern is tobacco. Another is what is now called the environmental justice movement, in which university research departments worked with community activists and environmentalists to identify and bring public and legal attention to the dumping and siting of hazardous wastes near poor communities. 
An example of academia’s potential is the University of Massachusetts Lowell’s Toxics Use Reduction Institute.  Working with industry, in collaboration with other governmental technical support agencies, the use of toxic materials in production has seen dramatic reductions.  The Institute also supports public awareness raising through grants at grassroots and municipal levels.   In fact, the passage of the Massachusetts Toxics Use Reduction Act is itself a case study in collaboration between industry, government, academia, and NGOs.
Moving forward

So, how do we move forward?  Where should we focus our energies? As academics and NGOs, how do we better engage the public, business, and government.  What do we need in order to do this work?  What do we need to do to be more effective?

In 2002, these questions led to the founding of the North American Sustainable Consumption Alliance (NASCA). Recognizing the growing need for significant action by North America to address the sustainable consumption and production challenge, a number of academic and citizen advocacy groups, along with representatives of government from Canada, the United States and Mexico, came together to discuss common aims and strategic options. One outcome was the creation of an informal but committed network of researchers, activists, and civil servants willing to share information and ideas and to collaborate on ways to promote sustainable consumption and production. Since then NASCA members organized a series of national workshops to expand the discussion of national and regional strategies and actions. In 2005, NASCA members hosted the two-day experts workshop “Towards a North American Framework for Achieving Sustainable Production and Consumption.” (see Appendix)

In the statement released by the workshop, which has been shared with other academic and citizen networks in other regions around the world, participants agreed to:
1.  Engage our fellow North Americans regarding our role and responsibility here and in the world regarding our pursuit of the good life and the sustainable production and consumption practices and policies that will provide it. 
2. Help build public support for government and business policies and practices which protects and promotes human and environmental health and well-being, encourages sustainable livelihoods and lifestyles, and reduces our region's ecological footprint. 

3. Develop a framework of action and cooperation to realize these aims. This idea of an overall regional cooperative framework is an essential tool to help coordinate an exchange among these sectoral strategies, facilitating the exchange of ideas, practices and information as well as collaborations and partnerships, and dialogue where there are conflicts of values and approaches.

NASCA initiated one effort towards this cooperative framework and action. Others are also initiating steps forward, for example this conference, which will hopefully move the playing field from concerned and responsible individual consumers and citizens, to the development of national policy frameworks and action plans which encourage, support and draw upon the hundreds of initiatives now being taken by concerned and responsible citizens, businesses and public servants across the continent. 

To move forward, we need to:

1. Establish a national dialogue on the need and challenge of sustainable consumption and production, of reexamining our ideas about the kind of quality of life that is possible in the new century – as well as the consequences of not changing our ways. It is time to acknowledge our responsibility for our footprint on the world, and the opportunity to take responsibility for the changes we need to make.

2. To organize a regional public consultation on the need and challenge of sustainable consumption and production, linking our dialogue with those taking place in other regions of the world.

3. To begin a Transatlantic forum with our European neighbors who have also been engaging in this challenge and discussion and who are now establishing sustainable consumption and production as a regional policy priority. This forum or dialogue would allow us to exchange ideas and experience, and possibly collaborations and partnerships aiming beyond our economic competitive aims.

4. Identify and map the various initiatives contributing to and promoting sustainable consumption and production in each country (i.e., expand, develop and analyze the Sustainable Consumption and Production Database.)

5. Develop a cooperative framework and strategy among the various stakeholders: public, NGO, academic, business, and government.
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