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What??? 

• Why is it that in spite of all the advances in 
terms of sustainable development 
technologies, approaches and legislation, at 
all levels, we are seeing so little widespread 
integration of ‘sustainable’ technologies into 
everyday development processes? 

• In one sense we have the solutions – the 
range of ideas and information presented at 
this conference is proof of that. 



Individual 

The sustainability complex 

National/State 

Household 

Community/ 

Neighbourhood 

City 

Region/Province 

Global 

Global Norms, 

Conventions, Protocols 

and Agreements (e.g. 

Kyoto protocol, Global 

Campaign on Good 

Urban Governance) 

National Policies 

and Programmes 

(e.g. DFA, 

Environmental 

Conservation Act, 

NEMA, Working 

for Water)    

Provincial/Regional 

Strategies (Bioregional 

Planning, EIP, 

Implementation of ECA 

regulations) 

Plans, Initiatives and Strategies 

(State of the Environment, 

Sustainable Building Codes, 

Urban form, transport 

technology, etc.) 

Initiatives and 

projects (recycling, 

education, tree 

planting) 
Water saving devices, 

recycling programmes, 

energy saving techniques 

and technologies, 

transport choices, 

lifestyle choices 

Lifestyle choices 

(products consumed, 

methods of using 

products and resources, 

choice of living 

environment, travel 

modes, etc.) 



So why is it not happening? 
 ‘There is the tragedy.  Each man is locked in a system 

that compels him to increase his herd without limit – in 
a world that is limited.  Ruin is the destination toward 
which all men rush, each pursuing his own best interest 
in a society that believes in the freedom of the 
commons.  Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all.’  

 Gareth Hardin, Tragedy of the Commons, 1968 

 

• We are locked into systems of delivery and modes of 
consumption for which there is no benefit or incentive to 
change. e.g. car, water saving, electricity 

• This also applies to systems of delivery in the build environment 
where mutually beneficial, tried and tested modes of ‘doing 
things’ have been established 

• Reinforced by political processes focusing on delivery, macro-
economic stability and globalisation 

 



E.G. More is less 
• Car is the promise of freedom – the 

open road, a to b with ease, life is a 
breeze 

• If I run a gas guzzling 4X$ I get the 
full value and utility in terms of ego-
boost and use of car, but only suffer a 
marginal disbenefit in terms of 
increased pollution and congestion. 
The systems that are used to run, 
manage and deliver services to our 
cities are archaic and not geared 
towards sustainable practises. 

• Unlimited freedom and system 
designed to support and enable growth 
has resulted in the reverse 

• Congestion, frustration and a limitation 
of freedom 
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E.G. Less is more 

• Control, management, intervention and certain 
limitations on individual pursuit of want in the 
commons ultimately creates more choice, opportunity 
and freedom for all. 

• Controlling and managing car use, investing in public 
transport, parking control, and better urban form 
ensures better access, freedom and choice for all – 
and it is more sustainable. 



It all adds up in the end 

• E.G. Security – Enclosed 
neighbourhoods as an indvidualistic, 
inward looking response, long-term 
solution lies in structure of society and 
equality 

• E.G. Water – supplied as a major 
system, yet real answer lies in 
consumption patterns 

 



The everyday problem 

 We are facing the limits to conventional 
growth and hitting the funnel 



Is a new resource totalitarianism looming? 

 “ to see ahead a situation in which the shortage of certain key raw 
materials and commodities, which are necessary to maintain existing 
patterns of production and existing high levels of consumption, will 
create such tension within societies which have got used to these 
patterns that they could in majority be prepared to resort to every kind 
of pressure – not only political and sub-military, but openly military – to 
assure what they see as the supplies necessary to the maintenance of 
their order of life.  This is already a dangerous current of opinion in the 
United States”   

 Raymond Williams, Sierra Club Founder, USA, 1982 

 

• Democracy was ‘invented’ to help control the use of power 
when it threatened the growth and stability of society. 

• Have we now reached the stage where control is now required 
to limit the use and abuse of nature in the interests of stability? 

 



Sustainability is about freedom, 
choice, opportunity and equality 

• Liberty, universal franchise and equality are the foundations of modern 
democratic and economic systems. 

• Bound-up with this has been the erroneous assumption that economic 
growth and globalisation ‘automatically’ imply and deliver these same 
qualities. 

• The irony (and reality) is that our current approaches to economic 
development and delivery are actually a long-term threat to these 
freedoms.   

• We have to accept limitations at the level of individual pursuit of 
freedom, choice and opportunity (consumerism) and recognise that 
these qualities can only be achieved through our recognition of our 
interdependence on each other as humans and on the ecological 
processes that sustain life. 

• Yet, this is not the philosophy of those running for political office or 
managing our economies. 



What is the significance of the city? 
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Rough division between policy level and 

physical action/implementation level 

CITY LEVEL INTERVENTION IS KEY 

The City is the fulcrum between policy and enabling action. It is 
the level at which systems of delivery can be influenced and 
manipulated to ensure self-interest is aligned with societal good 



The current City delivery system 

• The delivery systems that currently 
characterise cities are premised on ‘the 
cowboy’ economy approach – unlimited 
resources 

• The city delivery systems need to be re-
geared to support individual, household and 
community approaches to development 

• Those that have tackled this thorny issue 
have won – it is the future 



Getting into the funnel 

 The cities that take on the challenge 
and re-gear now, will the winners in the 
future 
– Curitiba 

– Bogota 

– Portland 

– Freiburg 

– To name some… 



The SA City 

• Looking at these examples, the SA City 
is at an advantage 

• Not completely locked into an old style 
system of production, we have the 
opportunity the leap-frog into a post-
fossil feul city.  But that requires joint 
effort and a bold vision. 

 



Waterfront Park - Portland 

 



Pioneer Square 
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FIRST AVENUE 1986 



Curitiba 

 



Curitiba 

 



Bogota 

• Mayor reallocated transport budgets to improve life for the poor 

• Built cycling and pedestrians routes (plus 17km car free route 
connecting poorest to work places) 

• Parks built on derelict land, canals cleaned and car free days 
implemented 

• Citizens voted for further constraints to cars 

• Car free days and no cars on key routes on certain days 

• Bus system is reliable and carries 500 000 per day – accessible 
to all and covers own costs 

• Have stopped implementing disastrous World Bank programmes 

 

 



Freiburg 

• Originally highly congested and polluting 

• Started by using profits from electricity and water to 
subsidize and improve public transport 

• Resulted in 23% of car users moving to public 
transport in the first year 

• Also moved to single ticketing systems, 400km of 
cycle lanes, stiff parking charges 

• Also introduced time-variable electricity charges 
resulting in 120 000 tons of CO2 savings 

• Central city totally pedestrianised 



Sustainable principles 
• Reduce use of scare resources 

• Addressing inequality and needs of poor 
(developmental approach).   

– 20% of world consume 70-80 of its resources (84% of 
paper and 87% of all cars) 

• Restructuring government taxes, subsidies 
and policies to encourage lowest ecological 
and externality cost production (vs the 
current lowest price) 

• Ensure cities have control over transport 

 



The advantages re-gearing cities 
• Allow for low-energy, low resource use and 

minimum waste lifestyles 

• Major opportunities exist in terms of urban 
form and structure. 
– Compact and efficient urban forms 

• Reuse, reclamation, recycling and growth of 
labour intensive methods and industries 
around this 

• More efficient energy use and production 
(use of industrial heat for example) 

• Alternatives to the car 



Nature of the challenge 

• In Porto Alegre, democracy isn’t a polite matter of casting ballots; its an active process, 

carried out in sprawling town hall meetings.  The centrepiece of the Workers Party’s platform 

is something called “ the participatory budget, “ a system that allows direct citizen 

participation in the allocation of scarce city resources.  Through a network of 

neighbourhood and issue councils, residents vote directly on which roads will be 

paved and which health care centres will be built.  In Porto Alegre, this devolution of 

power has brought results that are the mirror opposite of global economic trends.  

For instance, rather than scaling back on public services for the poor, as in the case 

nearly everywhere else, the city has increased those services substantially.  And 

rather than spiralling cynicism and voter dropout, democratic participation increases 

every year.   

 

• In many ways, these spontaneous, grassroots ideas and experiments are the 

antithesis of the free-trade model pushed by the federal Liberals, which insists that 

increased foreign investment is the key to all our prosperity, even if it means trading 

away democratic powers in the process.  These communities want the opposite: 

beefed –up local control so they can do more with less  



Characteristics of the sustainable city 
and city culture 

• Innovative, but not laizzes faire.  
Experiment, but also pull the plug when 
things go wrong. 

• Democratic, but not unrestricted 
markets and unrestricted trade 

• International, but not globalist 

• CULTURE and SYSTEMS are interrelated 
(two sides of the same coin). 

 

 



The future? 

 “We each have the opportunity to choose, moment 
by moment, what kind of world we bring forth.  
Perhaps we will find after so many years of running 
so hard just to stay in the same place, that there 
really is isn’t anywhere to get to.  It could be that by 
living simply and slowing down we’ll find that we’ve 
been living in the land of plenty all along.  Now, it’s 
time to start taking care of it.” 

  

 W. Bradford Swift (Living simply in a complex world) 



Economic Strategies 
• Move from lowest price economy (an econmy that rewards for producing things 

at the lowest price – regardless of externalities) to lowest cost economy (an 
economy that rewards those who produce with the least impact and 
social/ecological cost).   

• We currently ‘win’ economically by making labour redundant and paying the 
lowest wages and inputs. 

• Focus on productivity of natural systems – it also restores the value of labour.  
It takes more people to farm organically that commercial, fertilizer and pesticide 
based crops. 

• Develop taxes that support ecological production and penalise lowest price 
production. 

• Create delivery and pricing mechanisms that encourage sustainable practices 
and penalise poor practices. 

• Transforming the efficiency of existing systems, be it food production, energy 
production, housing or transportation so they begin to approach the efficiency 
of biological systems – ultimately more efficient and less biologically restorative  

• 93% of raw materials are thrown away before the final product comes to 
market.  80% of products are thrown away after one use.  Only 2 to 4% of a 
cars energy is used to move the people in it.   

 



Good Governance 

• Competent 

• Democratic 

• Stable and consistent 

• Vision directed and future proofed 

• Good planning and monitoring 

• Scope for innovation 

• Responsible bio-regional approach to bio-
divesity protection that reocgnises the global 
inputs of resources 



Solutions 

• Break the cultural hypnosis of 
consumerism 

• Develop and maintain ecological 
systems (Duane Elgin, The Awakening 
Earth) 

• Develop of hopeful vision of the future 

 



The solutions are there 

• 4HM (Sprawl, cars, freeways and oil) 

• Move towards the ecocity 
– Walkable city of compact and diverse development 

(mixed-use in close proximity) 

– Bicycle and pedestrian orientation 

– Green corridors and urban agriculture 

– Recycling systems 

– Energy efficiency 

– Focus on the city ‘centre’ 

– ‘Passive’ architecture 

– Landscaping and planting 

 

 



Want what you have 

• Attention 

• Compassion 

• Gratitude 



What is the problem in our city 
management? 

• Its not a lack of ideas 

• People don’t want to try new things – fear of failure.  End up doing 
things by the book. 

• Its things about systems – its changing the ‘its how we do things 

here’ type of attitude.   

• People don’t want to try in case of failure – people don’t want to take 
responsibility. 

• The system is such that initiative is not rewarded, but failure is!!! 

• Entrepreneurship – failure in an effective economy is a ‘learning 
experience’, but in SA failure = disaster and so no more chances. 

• SA put more weight against title, rather than personal success and 
achievement 

• We are products of our colonial past 

 



The conundrum 
• But how can limitations increase my freedom, choice 

and opportunity? 

  

 Cities are the modern ‘commons’ – the places of 
major delivery of services and facilities, where global 
systems meet, interact and get played out. 

 



So why is it not happening? 

• There is a lot of activity and lot going 
on, but not much is changing. 

• We are caught between old systems Its 
all about the ‘bottom line’ – short-term 
view.  If you run the city like a 
shopping centre your are never going to 
get ahead of the problem. 

• Caught in ‘old’ systems of delivery 

 



So why is more less and less more? 

• This same consumerism will actually result in much less of the things we are 
actively pursuing 

• The political and economic rhetoric of globalisation, laizzes faire and neo 
classical economics is reinforcing, rather than challenging these misconceptions 

• The problem is that in spite of we are not seeing a major transformation to sustainable development. This 
presentation suggests that 

• That they are doing so within the the context of conventional (cowboy economy based) city 
systems that make it difficult to shift life-styles and embedded cultural consumptions patterns. 
The political and economic rhetoric of globalisation, laizzes faire and neo classical economics is 
reinforcing, rather than challenging these misconceptions; and 

• Because of this, it is intervention at the level of city systems that will have the greatest impact 
on sustainable development practices.  The challenge is to align self-interest with common 
good – and this can be done through city systems.  That requires a shift in current political and 
developmental approaches and management styles.  This shift will not happen ‘naturally’ 
because of the tradegy of the commons, each pursuibng his individual self-interest.  It has to 
be actively created and designed.  We have to redesogn our systems so that what is 
sustainable and productive is rewarded and what is unsustainable is not.  In doing so we also 
find that in fact in any event more is less and less is more.  This is a fundamental ambinguity 
and paradox around which the truth of the sustainable path is based. 

• This presentation argues that it is the culture of consumerism that both prevents us living sustainabily and 
into which we are all pursuing our individual self-interest (tragedy of the commons).  Irony, it argues, this 
same consumerism will actually result in much less of the things is actually promising us.  So given this 
situation what do we actually do?   

• However, changing the current ‘mode’ of delivery we are caught in requires us to transform the systems of 
delivery so that they actually enhance life and biological enhancing productive system.  The most effective 
way to intervene is at the level of the city.  Transforming city systems is the most effective way.  There are 
a range of areas where we need to intervene.  There are also a range a tools we can use and impact on.  


