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Author James Bradford Moody, Executive Director 

Development at CSIRO, in his latest book, The Sixth   

Wave, talks about the next wave of innovation, being 

the sixth wave, “…driven by resource efficiency, enabled 

through the pricing of waste and natural resources, and 

turbo-charged by clean technologies”.

The Russian economist Nikolai Kondratiev was the first 

to bring the so-called Kondratiev waves to international 

attention in his book The Major Economic Cycles (1925). 

Kondratiev waves are described as sine-wave-like cycles. 

Averaging fifty and ranging from approximately forty to sixty 

years in length, the cycles consist of alternating periods 

between high sectoral growth and periods of relatively slow 

growth. The cycles Kondratiev identified are:

• The Industrial Revolution – 1771

• The Age of Steam and Railways – 1829

• The Age of Steel, Electricity and  

Heavy Engineering – 1875

• The Age of Oil, the Automobile and  

Mass Production – 1908

• The Age of Information and Telecommunications – 1971

• The hypothetical wave of the post-informational 

technological revolution (2015-2035?).

Moody predicts the sixth wave to be driven by resource 

efficiency and clean technology. 

“Over the 200 years since the Industrial Revolution, 

we have seen economic growth strongly coupled with 

the consumption of more and more resources. The more 

we grew, the more we consumed. If the next wave of 

innovation really will be tied to resource efficiency, this 

equation is about to be turned on its head….In a world that 

is ‘decarbonised’ or ‘deresourced’, we will have decoupled 

resource use from economic growth. The world economy 

will no longer be based on the transformation of inputs 

into outputs. This will not happen overnight – if resource 

efficiency really is at the heart of Kondratiev’s sixth wave, it 

will be a journey of some thirty to forty years,” say Moody 

and co-author Bianca Nogrady.

I can see two key areas of growth riding this sixth wave 

over the next three decades.

The resource-efficient Enviroperator
Natural resource consumption by humans has increased to 

125% of global carrying capacity, and could rise to 170% 

by 2040. We are crunching through our resources at a rapid 

rate – for example, we burn in one year fossil fuels that 

took approximately 450 years to form. Another example 

is phosphorus, best known as a fertilizer. Recent reports 

suggest that production of phosphorus may have peaked, 

leading to the possibility of global shortages by 2040. 

Other current resource constraint priorities include carbon 

reduction, waste management, water conservation and  

energy efficiency.

The “post informational technological revolution” 

may deliver the technological solutions for resource 

conservation and efficiency. Resource efficiency will be 

underpinned by price signals – such as a price on  

carbon – and those businesses that are resource-smart  

will be the winners. 

The future-focused enviroprenuer
It is said that an enviropreneur is a person who finds 

creative or insightful ways to turn environmental problems 

into assets. A local enviroprenuer ahead of his time was 

Richard Pratt, who became one of Australia’s richest 

people by focusing on recycling (Visy Industries). China’s 

richest female, Ms Zhang Yin, who made her fortunes from 

recycling, and “China’s richest man, Shi Zhengrong, the 

founder and CEO of Suntech Power, are two other prime 

examples. There are enviroprenuers everywhere, once you 

start looking. I argue that the sixth wave is already well and 

truly taking shape. These areas include (according to  

The Sixth Wave):

• Waste equals opportunity. Anything that reduces or 

eliminates waste is likely to do well.

• The shift towards service. The distinction between 

the things we consume and the things we use is a 

fundamental one for the sixth wave. The pattern will be to 

move from consumption to service.

• Digital and natural worlds converge. There are now more 

transistors produced in a single year than there are ants 

on the planet – roughly the same as the number of rice 

grains produced globally each year. This is how we will 

innovate in a resource-limited world.

• Businesses that sell products would be focused locally, 

while internet-based businesses will be more global 

in their reach, crossing the bridge of logistics and 

associated costs.

• Natural processes balance competition, cooperation and 

coordination, on the one hand, and elimination of waste, 

on the other. This means that processes that look to 

nature to innovate are likely to succeed.

The opportunities are endless once you cast your mind to 

it, whether you are an existing business owner or manager 

or an aspiring entrepreneur – the question is, how would you 

create greater returns by adding the prefix “envo”.  

“There are 
now more 
transistors 
produced in a 
single year 
than there are 
ants on the 
planet”
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