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ccording to the 2008 Revision of the 
Official United Nations Population 
Estimates and Projections, the world 

population is projected to reach 7 billion by 
early 2012 from 6.9 billion  (May 2009) and 
it is projected to exceed 9 billion by 2050. We 
need to think about the resources we have 
for the  survival of the population  and also 
to ensure a clean environment for them. This 
is a tall order needing global co-operation 
to bring about a reasonably satisfactory 
solution.

Now let us look at our resources. In 
2008, it required 2.7 biologically productive 
global hectares per person  to provide 
the resources, 30% more than the natural 
biological capacity of 2.1 global hectares. 
The deficit must come from unsustainable 
extra resources and these are obtained 
from three sources: (1) embedded in goods 
and services,  (2) fossil fuels and  (3) over 
exploiting forests and fisheries.

Fresh water is a scarce commodity and 
its conservation also comes under the am-
bit of sustainability. Water covers 71% of the 
earth’s surface. Out of this 97.5% is salty wa-
ter of the oceans. Out of the remaining 2.5% 
fresh water, the bulk of it is in frozen state 
in the Antarctic glacier, the balance being 

in rivers, lakes, wetlands, soil and atmos-
phere. More than half the wetlands have 
been lost along with their valuable envi-
ronmental services before people started to 
become aware of the environmental impact. 
Perhaps there are  still some people who are 
not aware!

Climate change issues are also cause for 
concern. In March 2009, at the Copenhagen 
Climate Change Council, 2500 climate 
experts from 80 countries issued a keynote 
statement that there is now no excuse for 
failing to act on global warning and that 
without strong carbon reduction targets 
abrupt or irreversible shifts in climate may 
occur that will be difficult for contemporary 
societies to cope with. Many nations are 
now working on all aspects of the carbon 
cycle to identify opportunities to address 
human induced climate change.

There are many more such human 
practices that are not helpful as far as 
sustainability is concerned. This short article 
intends to highlight some of the human 
practices  to remind   the industry players to 
be aware of them.

We hear this word quite frequently these 
days and I wonder whether it managed to 
convey the right message to the common 
man. Probably we need to look at the 
definition given by experts to get a clear 
picture of sustainability.
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What exactly is meant by sustainability? 
It is actually the capacity to endure. It is the 
survival capacity of natural systems against 
the demand of social challenges faced 
by  humanity.  Let us look at a practical 
example. If we take the case of Malaysia, 
we have a responsibility to look at the 
welfare of the people. We want to ensure 
that all the citizens have enough income 
to feed  themselves, educate their children 
and ensure affordable medical treatment. 
Oil palm cultivation was an answer to 
that as the yield is high compared to any 
other oilseed. For this, as a starting point, 
the rubber plantations were converted to 
oil palm and as the profitability was good 
more land was converted in the early years 
for oil palm cultivation. The population 
rise encouraged an increase in the oil palm 
cultivation as the country needed the funds 
for the sustainable improvement in the 
living standards of its people. Presently, 
most of the not so choosy Malaysians lead a 
reasonably comfortable life. 

During this process of raising the stand-
ard of living of the people, it is necessary 
to compromise certain degree of ecological 
disturbance that may not strictly be classi-
fied as sustainable.  It is inevitable as there 
is no such thing as absolute sustainability. 
In everything we do for survival, we are all 
guilty in one way or other of breaching sus-
tainability. We can only try to move towards 
sustainability as much as we can, using it 
as a guide, so that we are aware of its im-
portance for ecological balance. We can also 
examine whether de-growth is a better solu-
tion.

The much quoted Brundland Commis-
sion’s definition for sustainable develop-
ment is the development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromis-
ing the ability of future generations to meet 
their needs.  In 1987, the United Nations 
released this report. This looks nice on pa-
per but it is difficult to get both sides of the 
equation to balance for all future genera-
tions. To begin with we have to reduce the 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and heat 

against a back drop of increasing tendency 
for their production. Another problem not 
often highlighted is a definite decline of nat-
ural and social capital resources due to their 
irreversible nature. The rapid globalization 
seems to be uprooting a number of indig-
enous languages in its furious wake, a com-
mon trend now that does not help cultural 
diversity. 

Nature has provided a number of things 
for maintaining sustainability  but human 
beings also possess the capacity to go 
against nature in his eagerness to increase 
productivity or profits sometimes without 
using the foresight to see future in the right 
perspective.

All the currently developed nations had 
their heyday of rapid development without 
any consideration for sustainability no 
one knew the after effects at that time but 
now the newly developing nations find it 
difficult to freeze on track. They consider 
this a reversion to pre-modern life styles.

Some critiques of sustainability have 
expressed their views that the term 
sustainable development is actually 
an oxymoron with very good reasons. 
According to them, as  on the planet earth 
where 20% of the population consumes 
80% of the natural resources, a sustainable 
development cannot be possible for this 
20%. According to the origin of the concept 
of sustainable development, a development 
which meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the future generations to 
meet their own needs, the right term for the 
developed countries should be a sustainable 
de-growth. This is a very interesting 
suggestion that most developing nations 
will certainly vote for. 

The term sustainable also seems to be 
covering a much larger area than what it 
was intended at the onset. Sustainable de-
velopment, sustainable growth, sustainable 
economies, sustainable societies, sustain-
able agriculture. The list seems to be enlarg-
ing by leaps and bounds. They can be clas-
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sified under: environmental sustainability, 
economics sustainability and sociopolitical 
sustainability.

The United Nations 2005 World Summit 
Outcome Document classifies sustainable 
development as the development covering 
the three pillars, viz. economic, social 
and environmental protection.  Cultural 
development was later added to this to 
make it four pillars.

It is not often easy to assign a value for 
the depletion of social capital as there are 
no specific methods to assign such values 
with the result that their significances are by 
and large underestimated. Cohen and Winn 
(2007) have tried to give some possible ex-
planations for the failure to arrest this deple-
tion of social capital: (1) while the benefits 
go to the private party the cost is absorbed  
by the society, (2) natural resources are often 
undervalued  as there is no method avail-
able to evaluate them, (3)  there is an infor-
mation asymmetry due to the absence of a 
link between cause and effect, and (4) many 
firms are not perfect optimizers as they con-
sider this in the light of usual business thus, 
missing the focus.      

For corporate sustainability, the 
World Business Council for Sustainable 
Development (WSCSD) popularized the 
idea of efficient use of natural capital 
also called eco-efficiency. They defined it 
as eco-efficiency and is achieved by the 

delivery of competitively priced goods 
and services that satisfy human needs and 
bring quality of life, while progressively 
reducing ecological impacts and resource 
intensity throughout the life cycle to a level 
at least in line with the earth’s carrying 
capacity (DeSimone and Popoff, 1997). 
Competitively services can pose a real 
problem as it is subjective. The already high 
medical charges in developing countries are 
causing considerable strain for people who 
retired from the private sector. The charges 
for the services remain unchecked. Another 
concept under corporate sustainability is 
socio-efficiency. They can be positive like 
offering employment, living quarters or 
negative work like accidents, human right 
abuses, etc. These two constitute economic 
sustainability.

Population growth which cannot be 
arrested necessarily causes an increase in 
the production of carbon dioxide unless 
the population of trees rise in tandem with 
it. This is something that will need great 
effort. Let us say that it could be done and 
sustained for 100 years. What happens after 
1000 years? This is also a future concern. Can 
we continue to hold on? Power production 
is possible by using nuclear fuel but carbon 
dioxide emission by living beings? When all 
arable land is used up and there is no more 
land left for cultivating grains, are we going 
to allow the people to starve so that other 
living matter can  survive or the ecological 
balance is maintained?


