


Sustainable development and its relationship to other concepts 


This paper is one of a series of short papers produced under the Flourishing Scotland Project for LINK members.  It is intended to help LINK members position various concepts into the framework of sustainable development. The paper outlines sustainable development and its principles and hierarchy.  It then introduces other concepts that are currently being used in environmental discourse (natural capital, ecosystem services, circular economy, sustainable economic growth and wellbeing), and places them in the context of sustainable development.  Some of these concepts are contested. In pursuing network interests, LINK members will increasingly want to engage in this discourse and understand the merits and limits of these concepts.

1	Sustainable Development (SD)
Sustainable development is an organizing principle for human life on a finite planet.  The UK Shared Framework on Sustainable Development lays down the five principles for sustainable development (see diagram over page).

‘These principles will form a basis for sustainable development policy in the UK. For a policy to be sustainable, it must respect all five principles.  We want to achieve our goals of living within environmental limits and a just society, and we will do it by means of sustainable economy, good governance, and sound science.’[footnoteRef:1] Sustainable Development is the conceptual basis of LINK’s analysis and work.  [1:   Defra, (2005). One Future Different Paths – The UK shared framework for sustainable development. London. Defra] 


Various concepts that are designed to address environmental or other concerns are receiving current attention and it is useful to be clear as to how they relate to sustainable development.  They tend to address, or be useful in addressing, one or more areas of SD, but also leave others unaddressed.  Viewing these concepts through a SD lens allows them to be properly positioned in the over-arching framework.  

The following diagram places the numbered concepts described below into the different aspects of sustainable development.
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Living within Environmental Limits
Respecting the limits of the planet’s environment, resources and biodiversity – to improve our environment and ensure that the natural resources needed for life are unimpaired and remain so for future generations.

1,2,3


Ensuring a strong and healthy society
Meeting the diverse needs of all people in existing and future communities, promoting personal wellbeing, social cohesion, and creating equal opportunity for all.


1
Achieving a sustainable economy
Building a strong, stable and sustainable economy which provides prosperity for all, and in which environmental and social costs fall on those who impose them (polluter pays), and efficient resource use is incentivised. 

1, 2, 3,4, 5
Using sound science
Ensuring policy is developed and implemented on the basis of strong scientific evidence, whilst taking into account scientific uncertainty (through the precautionary principle) as well as public attitudes and values.

1, 2, 3
Promoting good governance
Actively promoting effective, participative systems of governance in all levels of society – engaging people’s creativity, energy and diversity.



1, 6



Key to numbers: 1 – sustainable development, 2 – natural capital, 3 – ecosystem services, 4 – circular economy, 5 – sustainable economic growth, 6 - wellbeing


2	Natural Capital
Natural capital is the extension of the economic notion of capital to the natural environment.  It is the stock of natural ecosystems that yields a flow of valuable ecosystem goods or services into the future, for example wetlands and floodplains yield the service of natural flood protection. The stock of natural capital is one way of assessing the status of the environment and can be used to guide us towards the SD principle of ‘living within environmental limits’.

Natural capital accounting is the process of assessing levels of natural capital.  It is being promoted as good practice for businesses or other organisations to publish their impact on the environment as part of corporate responsibility.  As such, it is also relevant to ‘achieving a sustainable economy’.

3	Ecosystem services
Ecosystem services are closely linked to natural capital – essentially being the services flowing from natural capital, such as carbon sequestration from woodland.  Like natural capital, an overall assessment of ecosystem services is relevant to monitoring whether humanity is ‘living within environmental limits.’  Various tools are being developed using assessments of ecosystem services to better reflect the environment in policy and business decisions.  It is therefore relevant to ‘achieving a sustainable economy.’

The development of tools to assess levels of natural capital or ecosystem services faces challenges and the ‘use of sound science’ element of sustainable development is relevant to both.  This SD principle states that, in the case of uncertainty, the precautionary principle must apply and this is also very relevant as a counterpoint to those who see NC or ES approaches as being ‘the answer’ to addressing the environment in decision making.

‘Capital’ and ‘Services’ are anthropocentric metaphors for the value or use to humans of our natural environment. Nature itself is neither ‘capital’ nor a ‘service’ and care needs to be taken in when and how the terms are used.

4	Circular economy
The circular economy refers to an industrial economy that is restorative by intention; aims to rely on renewable energy; minimises, tracks, and hopefully eliminates the use of toxic chemicals; and eradicates waste through careful design.  It is relevant to ‘achieving a sustainable economy’.  This is closely related to ‘zero waste’.

5	Scotland Performs and sustainable economic growth (SEG)
The Purpose of the Scottish Government is to ‘focus Government and public services on creating a more successful country, with opportunities for all of Scotland to flourish, through increasing sustainable economic growth’.  Sustainable economic growth appears in the Scottish Governments National Performance Framework, Planning Policy Guidance, Regulatory Reform Bill and National Marine Plan.  The Scottish Government define SEG as ‘building a dynamic and growing economy that will provide prosperity and opportunities for all, while ensuring that future generations can enjoy a better quality of life too’[footnoteRef:2].  This is relevant to the ‘achieving a sustainable economy’ principle of SD. [2:  http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_ChamberDesk/WA20121120.pdf] 


LINK has been arguing against the use of the term sustainable economic growth saying it is confusing and ambiguous as the compatibility of sustainability and growth is contested.  We are not winning that argument to date and must continue to present a strong case, and evidence, for the SD definition to be used.

6	Wellbeing
The term ‘wellbeing’ is being used increasingly – wellbeing initiatives, wellbeing approaches, viewing problems/policies through a wellbeing lens.  Although the environment is relevant to wellbeing, and is therefore reflected in some capacity in a wellbeing approach, important aspects of the environment, which don’t impact directly on people’s wellbeing are left out.  A wellbeing focus is mainly relevant to the SD principle of ‘ensuring a strong, healthy and just society’.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Being aware of how these concepts relate to sustainable development helps clarify their scope, usefulness and limitations and positions them within an overarching framework to which Scottish and UK Governments are signed up to.  

This paper is short by intention and therefore does not go into any detail.  If you would like any further information about its content, or if you have ideas of other economic-related material that would be useful to you, please get in touch.
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