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Sustainability Education Roundtable, 22nd February 2006 

Keynote Speaker: Phillip Sutton 
President, Sustainable Living Foundation and Director-Strategy, 

Green Innovations http://www.green-innovations.asn.au/  

THE URGENT NEED FOR SMART WAYS 

1. To be able to craft smart ways to undertake sustainability education we need to generate an 
appropriate strategic context. 

2. We need to be clear about what we are trying to sustain and why. 

3. We need to know how big the necessary scale and speed of change has to be to reduce the loss of 
things that we are trying to sustain. 

4. Last year a report was published, commissioned by the US Department of Energy, which 
demonstrated in the clearest and the most logical way, that the world is finally facing the peaking 
of the production of conventional cheap oil.  This report indicated that it is quite likely that the 
peaking of oil production will occur in the next decade and the world will have immense 
difficulty coping unless a crash program is instituted now to change our physical dependence on 
conventional oil.  The report said that a compressed 10 year crash program will be very difficult 
to accomplish because so much needs to be done in a short time.  Skills shortage will be a key 
issue. 

5. Also last year, a report was presented to the UK Government's Dangerous Climate Change 
Conference that said the world is within 10 years of reaching 400 parts per million of carbon 
dioxide in the atmosphere and that this level of CO2 has perhaps a 30% chance of causing a 2ºC 
global average warming.  So what you might wonder? Well, the 0.7ºC warming that has been 
experienced so far has caused the permafrost in Siberia and across the Arctic Circle to start 
melting and the Arctic polar ice cap is on the way to being fully melted in about 50 years.  Both 
these changes will accelerate the warming trend and will drive the world to extreme forms of 
dangerous climate change that could render much of the globe desert - as it was 55 million years 
ago - when we last had an equivalent warming. 

6. So there's credible evidence that we have entered a new phase where massive and rapid change is 
needed. 

7. To cope with this new phase we will need new mindsets and new skills. 

8. One new mindset is that of double-practicality - where the aim is to not only get things done in 
the real world, but to ensure that what is done is actually equal to the challenges.  Clearly if the 
world is facing a massive sustainability challenge that threatens the wellbeing of everyone and all 
other species in both the near and long term - then clearly we need to make sure that we not only 
take action but that that action is designed to actually solve the problem.  Anything less than that 
is impractical. 
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9. So - in a world where massive fast change is needed - how could we frame sustainability 
education? 

10. Action-based leaning is one of the most effective ways to promote education. 

11. We have seen this with the immensely successful educations programs around recycling and land 
care. 

12. So maybe, at a meta level, a smart way to drive sustainability education is for society and each 
individual and organisation to commit to trying to actually achieve sustainability within ten years 
- not just going ‘towards’ being ‘more’ sustainable - but actually achieving sustainability really 
fast. 

13. Like President Kennedy's commitment to get people to the moon within 10 years this is an 
audacious goal that might become achievable if enough people commit to making it happen. 

14. While getting people to the moon was not a make it or break it commitment to the wellbeing of 
life on the planet, achieving sustainability is such a commitment. 

15. Another smart notion might be to recast the needed transformation as an opportunity for 
innovation.  Governments and businesses love innovation so maybe they can become excited 
about the challenge of achieving sustainability - as an economic and political opportunity. 

16. If we try to actually achieve sustainability - with the right scale and urgency of action - we will 
discover exactly what types of education we need to be achieved in ways that are practical for the 
circumstances we face. 

17. So how can we connect sustainability education to actually achieving sustainability with 
sufficient urgency? 

18. Another smart way might be to activate or create institutions that are free to take action without 
the constraints that hold back many of our current organisations.  Or alternatively we might use 
techniques such as dual-track management to bring the transformation process into every 
existing organisation.  Dual-track management creates a dialogue within each organisation and 
each person about how to cope and survive in the short term with the needs and opportunities of 
contributing effectively to the transformation of society. 

19. As the Dutch Government sponsored program of Sustainable Technology Development found in 
the 1990s when a commitment is made to actually achieving sustainability the first thing that they 
has to be done is to innovate in the innovation process itself. 

20. Maybe if we drive sustainability education by working actively on achieving sustainability 
urgently we will discover how to innovate in the education process as well.  Thank you. 
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