
Governing Sustainability

The crisis of unsustainability is, above all else, a crisis of governance.

The transition to a more sustainable world will inevitably require radical

changes in the actions of all governments, and it will call for significant

changes to the lifestyles of individuals everywhere. Bringing together some

of the world’s most highly regarded experts on governance and sustainable

development, this book examines these necessary processes and conse-

quences across a range of sectors, regions, and other important areas of

concern. It reveals that the governance of sustainable development is

politically contested, and that it will continue to test existing governance

systems to their absolute limits. As both a state-of-the-art review of

current thinking and an assessment of existing policy practices, it will be

of great interest to all those who are preparing themselves – or their

organisations – for the sustainability transition.
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Foreword

Very few people in mainstream politics today have begun to under-

stand the nature of the impending sustainability crunch. They still

see sustainability as an environmental issue, requiring measured and

(hopefully) timely regulatory or market responses to keep the show on

the road.

Only a handful of people, including the redoubtable and inspir-

ational Tim O’Riordan, have resolutely kept on pointing out to them

that sustainability is of course about the physical and biological

systems on which we humans still utterly depend, is of course about the

economic and social policies nations must deploy (however inad-

equately) to sustain those systems, but, first and foremost, it is about

governance: who decides what on behalf of whom to secure which

objectives over what period of time?

As Neil Adger and Andrew Jordan point out in their excellent

overview, ‘there is no mystery about sustainability’. One way or

another, the human species will end up living sustainably on planet

Earth: the laws of nature and the laws of thermodynamics always

have and eventually always will take precedence over our ephemeral

and hugely arrogant ambitions to live outside those laws. Anyone can

live as an outlaw for a while, as an individual, but at the species level,

it is not smart and it’s definitely not sustainable.

That much is certain. How we embed that realisation in our political

and economic systems, and how quickly we can achieve that, is an

altogether less certain question. Mainstream political parties are having

massive, currently intractable, problems trying to adapt the business-as-

usual model of progress that would appear, in the minds of most

people, to have served us so well over the last sixty years. Green parties

around the world have little difficulty breaking free of those business-

as-usual mindsets, but still find it extraordinarily difficult to bring more

than a small percentage of people with them.

xv
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Hardly surprising, therefore, that there is a growing school of

thought that the real innovation and dynamism in governance systems

for a sustainable world lies anywhere other than in conventional

political parties.

This collection offers some hugely stimulating insights into that

particular conundrum – and, in the process, unashamedly puts the

emphasis where it now needs to be: we now know, more or less, what

we need to do to secure a sustainable world, but how the hell are we

going to do it?

jonathon porritt cbe

Founder Director of Forum for the Future, Chairman of the

UK Sustainable Development Commission and author of

Capitalism as if the World Matters (2007, Earthscan)

xvi Foreword
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Preface

The environment is in crisis. The climate is changing, rivers and lakes

are polluted, fisheries are overexploited, and there is no corner of the

world where human impact is not apparent. At the same time,

millions of the world’s poor continue to live in abject poverty, while

the richer nations of the world are confronting an epidemic of chronic

obesity. These crises of human development are very much of our own

making. It is the relationship between humans and their environment

and, ultimately, the relationship between us all that is at the root

of the sustainability problematique endlessly discussed at, but not

resolved by, meetings of the world’s governments in Stockholm, Rio

and Johannesburg in 1972, 1992 and 2002, respectively. Conse-

quently, it is this relation-ship that has to be a full part of any

solutions to the almighty mess that we as a human race now face.
This book starts from the belief that the crisis of unsustainability is,

first and foremost, a crisis of governance. Governance, however, is a

multidimensional and highly contested term within academia. If we

zoom out and explore what is or is not being done actually to govern

societies in ways that facilitate rather than undermine sustainability,

it is abundantly clear that the governance of sustainable develop-

ment is likely to be a hugely complicated and politically contested

undertaking.
It is precisely for these reasons that we decided to bring together

some of the world’s foremost experts on governance and sustain-

able development and ask them to debate the future direction and

governance of human society. This conference took place in Norwich

in June 2005 as part of a series of events to mark the ‘retirement’

of Tim O’Riordan from the internationally renowned School of

Environmental Sciences at the University of East Anglia, UK. We

believed the subject matter demanded an interdisciplinary approach, so

we invited contributors from a diverse range of disciplines ranging from

political science, economics and geography, through to development

xvii
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studies, sociology, philosophy and environmental science. When we

suggested that they should subsequently re-craft their papers into a

series of interlinked book chapters on the theme of governance and

sustainable development, they enthusiastically agreed.
We would like to thank all our contributors for their patience

and dedication; all of them revised their contributions several times

to implement our editorial guidance. We would particularly like to

thank Matthew Paterson, Jacquelin Burgess and Judy Clark, who

joined the writing team after the conference. Without the hard work

of all the authors, this book would have never seen the light of

day. Together, they show that in spite of the definitional and

terminological confusion surrounding the term governance, what is

needed to govern for sustainability is, as Jonathon Porritt argues in his

Foreword, surprisingly clear; what we as a human race lack is the

political and, ultimately, the societal will to establish the necessary

governance mechanisms and procedures.
We would also like to thank the UK Economic and Social Research

Council (ESRC) for funding the underlying research through the

Programme on Environmental Decision (2001–7) at UEA and through

funding for the conference as part of Social Sciences Week in 2005.

Emily Sheldon and Dawn Turnbull provided excellent logistical

support prior to and throughout the conference. Last, but certainly

not least, we would like to thank Tim O’Riordan for concluding the

conference and this book in his own uniquely incisive way. Tim’s

thinking – developed and refined over the last four decades –

permeates every single chapter of this book. We hope that the

conference and this book provide a sufficiently fitting tribute to the

enormous contribution that he has made to our collective understand-

ing of the governance of sustainability.

neil adger

andrew jordan

Norwich, March 2008

xviii Preface
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