The Green Economy

If we are obsessed by growing the economy and greening the economy – putting a green veneer on what is effectively an obsession with growth – we are completely missing out the much more rich and important definition of prosperity, which is about increasing flourishing lives for everybody, for all our citizens. Until we shift away from that conceptual roadblock, we are not going to be able to start even beginning to think about these steps. – Jules Peck, Partner, Abundancy Partners and Chair, Edelman's Sustainability Group, giving evidence to the UK Parliament’s Green Economy inquiry

Introduction

In 2011, Defra, BIS and DECC jointly published "Enabling the Transition to a Green Economy: Government and Business Working Together",
 setting out the reasons for a green economy, its advantages, the sectors affected, and the government's commitments.  A green economy, according to the report, is "not a subset of the economy-at-large" and, although it is not directly defined, a green economy will:

· maximise value and growth while managing natural assets sustainability;
· grow sustainably and for long term (growth and wealth while emissions and other adverse environmental impacts are decreased);
· use natural resources efficiently (effective demand management, inputs optimised, waste to landfill decreased);
· increased resiliency (lower fossil fuel use, maintain secure energy and other supplies, to floods and heat waves); and,
· exploit comparative advantage (ensuring UK businesses are well placed to compete).
The UK Parliament's Environmental Audit Committee set up an inquiry into the Green Economy
 in July 2011 and has been hearing evidence. In September 2011, Professor Tim Jackson
 (University of Surrey), Jules Peck (Partner, Abundancy Partners, and Chair, Edelman’s Sustainability Group), and James Meadway (Senior Economist, New Economics Foundation) were witnesses.
 They criticised the government's report (referred to above), arguing that social justice and equality, and recognizing planetary boundaries needed to underlie any attempts at a green economy.
 

This emphasis fits neatly with Northern Alliance for Sustainability's proposed principles for a green economy
, which specify guidelines in the context of Sustainable Development and Poverty Eradication. The principles cover: earth integrity, planetary boundaries, dignity, justice, precaution, resilience, governance, and “beyond-GDP” measurement.

The UK is, of course, not the only government emphasising growth and low-carbon technology. The United National Environment Programme (UNEP) also published a green economy document in 2011,
 but, in this case, "social inclusion" is factored into the definition. Both the UK and UNEP documents focus on the creation of new jobs
 with an increase in "ethical consumerism", in the UK at least.

In January 2012, the Green Economy Coalition published “Green Economy: Everyone's Talking About It”, which analyses government submissions to the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development.
 Its findings echo the criticisms made by Jackson et al. above: “the notion of environmental limits was largely absent from definitions of a green economy. Rather, governments cited the need for 'resource efficiency'.”

Implications for education

"Enabling the Transition to a Green Economy" has a section entitled Building the Right Skills, which states:

The transition to a green economy requires a workforce with the right skills. This includes not only skills in the low carbon and environmental goods and services sector, but also those needed to help all businesses use natural resources efficiently and sustainably and to be resilient to climate change. A new 'skills for a green economy' grouping of the Sector Skills Council will help businesses understand changing skills requirements; other actions include improving the quality of information, advice and guidance available on careers in the Green Economy together with information on the skills linked to the Green Economy that will be needed in the future, through the new National Careers Service to be launched in April 2012. The Government will also improve the quality of skills provision in the Further Education system and raising awareness and understanding of the Green Economy through the work of Unionlearn to support lifelong learning among the workforce.

UNEP's Training and Education section aligns with the above, although they add:

In addition to re-skilling workers, there is a need to ensure managers develop the new perspectives, awareness, and capacities required for ensuring a smooth transition. A recent OECD study noted that "[b]usinesses will need to ensure that their managers are able to learn and understand the new skills needed to respond to the changes taking place within their realms of responsibility; to develop more green-oriented managerial capacities; as well as to make adequate use of the skills their staff has obtained" (OECD 2010c).

Indeed, the UN’s Economic Commission for Europe, writing to a regional preparatory meeting for the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development in December 2011,
 said,

ESD [Education for Sustainable Development] and the green economy are really two sides of the same coin: prominent green economy concepts focus mainly on top-down points, while ESD can contribute significantly to greening the economy from the bottom up because it has the ability to equip people with the values, competences, knowledge and skills that are necessary for them to put the green economy concept into practice.

The circular economy and skills

A further challenge to the definition of a green economy as described above would be the idea of a circular economy, which, some argue, takes sustainability a step further:

A circular economy is an industrial system that is restorative or regenerative by intention and design. It replaces the ‘end-of-life’ concept with restoration, shifts towards the use of renewable energy, eliminates the use of toxic chemicals, which impair reuse, and aims for the elimination of waste through the superior design of materials, products, systems, and, within this, business models.

In January 2012, the Ellen MacArthur Foundation published a report on making the business and economic case for the circular economy, which “argues that a subset of the EU manufacturing sector could realise net materials cost savings worth up to $630 billion p.a. towards 2025—stimulating economic activity in the areas of product development, remanufacturing and refurbishment.”

In partnership with the Foundation, The Aldersgate Group held an event in September 2011, "Skills for a New Economy". The event report
 quotes Ellen MacArthur on young people’s education, skills and the circular economy:
“There are a lot of companies out there needing skills in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Maths) subjects” alongside material scientists, designers, manual labourers and others. [Ellen continues,] “When we’re talking about a circular economy we’re not talking about specific subjects, we’re talking about linking all these subjects together to re-design the whole system, the way we make things, the way we disassemble things.” Organisations “putting the circular economy into practice are actually those companies who are not just being resource efficient but using their resources in a completely different way.”

Conclusion: key questions
1. Is economic growth compatible with the idea of a ‘sustainable world’?  Or is it inimical to it? If the latter, how are we to shift from one system to the other? Or would a ‘circular economy’ offer both? If so, how do we shift towards such a system?

2. Should any of the assumptions made by the above publications be challenged in the context of higher education? Is this a curriculum issue? If so, how and by whom would this be best addressed?
3. Are the documents missing any important aspects to sustainability that universities need to be addressing?

4. To what extent are universities already meeting demand for graduates with the skills to deliver a green economy? A circular economy? What are these skills? And where are the best examples found?
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