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My Business has asked sustainability expert, Terence Jeyaretnam whose business Net Balance
was profiled in the May issue, to write a regular article examining and explaining the issues
surrounding sustainability for smaller businesses. 

Understanding Sustainability

SUSTAINABILITY IS a broad term, and

so in the hope of being useful to you, I plan

to provide you with information and tools

useful to small and medium businesses,

being the primary audience for this

publication. Over time, I’ll seek to provide

material on environmental, social,

economic and climate change issues that

relate to business and explore available

solutions, responses and benefits in

addressing sustainability in business.

To begin with, I felt that it was

appropriate to disentangle the meaning of

the often over-used, and ill-understood

word ‘sustainability’ in my first column. So,

what is sustainability? What does it mean

to be sustainable? The most commonly

used is the Brundtland Report’s definition

of sustainability, which labels sustainable

development as that which meets the

needs of the present without

compromising the ability of future

generations to meet their own needs. 

My interpretation of the definition is that

it is to ensure that the needs of all humans

who occupy the planet today are met

(which is a tough and arguably

unachievable task). Furthermore, we must

achieve this act, and all the resources it

takes to complete it, without affecting the

way all humans that follow us meet their

own needs. Pause, and take a deep

breath. Surely this is the finest example of

having the cake, and eating it too – another

concept that has always puzzled me.

Having worked out what it may take to

be ‘sustainable’, the key question is

whether it is practical. Given that as soon

as a baby is born, it begins to consume,

and we continue this ritualistic act until we

die within a confine of limited resources,

surely we cannot be ‘sustainable’ until all

resources are renewable and renewed

(every drop of water, every unit of energy,

every ounce of metal etc). 

Furthermore, according to the Brundtland

definition, we must learn to spread the

resources so as to meet the needs of all the

present. Even if all of this is possible, why

would we bother? (I am playing devil’s

advocate here, and not eliciting letters to the

editor.) Darwin did not postulate the theory of

survival of the most enlightened, but rather

the survival of the fittest.

Whilst I believe the Brundtland definition

is enviable and morally takes the highest

ground, I am not sure that we as the

present holders of our home are capable

of even comprehending the task, let alone

achieving it. We have, since the definition

was crafted, gone backwards, not

forward, with further rising of carbon

dioxide levels, increasing quantities of

waste and dwindling water resources. 

Need for cultural shift
There must be a cultural shift – one that

this column is insufficient to explore as it is

both a radical and mammoth task. One

suggestion is that we establish a Global

Commission on Sustainability, with several

representatives of tribes to come –

thoughtful leaders with the task of

representing the future unborn

generations. That is perhaps one way to

hear the voice of the future.

I’m reading a very interesting book at

the moment, Down to the Wire:

Confronting Climate Collapse by David W.

Orr, which explores the issues presently

facing humankind and delves deep into

our psyche – that climate change and

environmental degradation are issues

beyond scientific, technological and

economic realms. 

They are issues of ethics and

governance. David Orr takes a slightly

different slant to sustainability, in

suggesting that “sustainability is kind of a

boring word but we’re stuck with it. But I

tend to like resilience because it implies an

active disposition to be able to withstand,

it’s more of an engineering and

mathematical term, but to be able to

withstand disturbances. Some parameters

change, some factors shift, and the system

is able to adjust. There’s enough slack in

the system that it works. So for me, at a

minimum, sustainability implies resilience.

In any definition of sustainability the system

has got to be resilient to disturbances”.

Whether it is sustainability or resilience,

I know that each one of you wants your

business to be financially sustainable, your

societal relationships to be ever-lasting

and mutually fulfilling, and your

surrounding environment and communities

to be resilient in the face of change. For

this to be possible, we must not assume

that one can be as wealthy as possible by

doing as little as possible – we must work

hard to manage our businesses, our

people, our communities and our natural

environment so that they all last the

distance – not just through our generation,

but for generations to come. 
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