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The meaning of sustainability
Sustainability has become the buzz word in political environmental circles over the last couple of decades. A constellation of other terms is associated with it – integration; the precautionary principle
; the ecosystem approach
, environmental capacity. In so far as the use of these terms has raised awareness of the need to balance economic and environmental considerations this is all to the good. But there is an increasing tendency to over-complicate what is basically simple common sense. 

Behind all the jargon and the complex definitions lies a wonderfully simple and almost universally accepted idea:
Do well, but don’t muck it up for yourself or others – now or in the future

So why has such a simple idea become so complex and confusing? So confusing in fact that a government minister recently “admitted” that nuclear energy might not be sustainable, but had to be considered because of global warming. What she should have said was that different energy options are more or less sustainable, depending on the criteria we use. In terms of risk and waste accumulation nuclear energy does not score well. In terms of providing energy without exacerbating global warming it scores very well.
This lies at the heart of all the confusion and argument. Some people (especially NGOs and pressure groups) have tried to sell the idea as somehow absolute: some things are sustainable and some things are not. In practice things are more or less sustainable depending on the criteria we use and the weight or priority we afford them. And this in turn depends on a person’s or organisations economic interests and culture. Sustainability is multi-dimensional, and while individual criteria may be objective and in some cases absolute, the weighing and balancing of these criteria is largely subjective.

So does the idea have any value? Yes. It encourages people to examine the social, economic and environmental dimensions of any activity much more comprehensively. This is valuable for both enterprise when planning new investments and for government when developing policy and regulatory frameworks. It can be used as the basis for check lists to inform feasibility studies, environmental impact assessment, cost benefit analysis and so on. Typical elements in such a check list are widely agreed and presented in table 1.
Each of the criteria in the table can and should be broken down into more detailed criteria and indicators, but universal agreement on these is not possible – selection will depend on the nature of the activity and the context (social, economic and environmental)  in which it is to take place. It will also, inevitably, depend on the particular values and perspective of those who make the selection, and this subjective element must always be understood and addressed. The plethora of working groups seeking, and failing to find, the holy grail of an agreed and universally applicable set of detailed sustainability indicators at national, European and international level is testimony  to the impossibility of this task.
A key weakness of many current applications of sustainability criteria is the lack of clear and impartial trade-off analysis. While some activities are blessed with being highly sustainable against most criteria, many are not; and yet most people still accept their desirability. The use of motor cars and aeroplanes is an outstanding example of this. What is required is a thorough analysis of the trade offs between sustainability criteria to better inform discussion and decisions.  This is often difficult: the environmental costs and benefits are often much more difficult to identify, or more uncertain, than are the social and economic costs and benefits. But simple sums can always be done (see box). And it would serve us all well if we stopped arguing about what sustainability means and got on with the key task of clarifying the inevitable trade-offs. But who, how and where?
In the UK we now have a plethora of sustainable development initiatives and strategies, overlapping with a plethora of planning and regulatory requirements. The simple idea of sustainable development has been hijacked by a proliferation of working groups. Can we simplify? This might require some acrobatic interpretation or re-interpretation of national and EU legislation but we should try. The key is to bring together the various planning initiatives, strategic environmental assessment, and environmental impact assessment into a single more strategic, more consultative, and more streamlined process. In most cases the focus for this would be local government planning – in both terrestrial and marine environment – extended in scope to higher or lower level sector plans where necessary.
Comprehensive strategic environmental assessment (SEA), involving substantial public consultation, and drawing on the full range of sustainability criteria and locally agreed indicators, should form the background and rationale for the development of strategic plans.  These plans would then serve as the basis and rationale for the criteria and indicators appropriate to a streamlined EIA and/or planning assessment and consent process. This should not only generate environmental benefits; it should also create a more predictable and supportive environment for business development.
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Table 1: A framework to assess and promote sustainable development
Adapted from Hambrey Consulting 2004. Framework for measuring social, economic and environmental impacts of SNH activity and land designations
.
	Dimensions
	Criteria

	A healthy environment 

	Biodiversity
	species diversity, range and abundance

	
	habitat extent and condition

	
	structural diversity

	Landscape 
	character, condition and qualities

	Ecosystem services
	quality and productivity of soil, water, air

	
	efficient drainage

	
	erosion resistance

	
	carbon sinks

	
	other ecosystem services

	Other
	any other environmental impacts 

	A healthy society  

	Recreation and access
	active recreation

	
	access

	
	passive recreation and inspiration

	Understanding and awareness
	understanding and awareness

	Community
	engagement with community

	
	involvement of community 

	
	vitality and cohesion

	The quality of places to live
	near environment (greenspace)

	
	houses and gardens

	Environmental justice
	equitable access to, and utilisation of, environmental benefits

	Other
	any other social impacts 

	A healthy economy  

	Employment and income
	direct employment and income

	
	indirect employment and income

	
	job quality

	
	income and jobs foregone

	Business
	business opportunities and constraints 

	
	short term investment

	
	long term investment

	
	human resources

	Resource use 
	conservation of resources with an economic value

	
	conservation of resources with potential economic value

	Other
	any other economic impacts 





Simplifying the trade-offs





Take the controversy over salmon farming and its possible impact on wild salmon stocks. While most would agree there is an impact, no one can say how serious it is. But we can do some analysis of the worst and best case scenarios:





How much income and employment would be lost if wild salmon fisheries collapsed completely? 


How much income, value added and employment would be gained if wild fish stocks were totally restored? 


How does this compare with income, value added and employment generated by fish farming?





Of course this leaves out the great cultural value of salmon and many other important considerations which must be taken into account, but analysis of this kind would greatly enhance the quality of the debate.
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