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It has been twelve years since the fi rst edition of this book. In it I 
described Green Planning as a concept of great importance and 
a promising step toward solving environmental problems. Since 
then, the environmental programs of most nations have not kept 
pace with the growth of those problems, which are now capped 
off by the arrival of the huge threat of global warming. None-
theless, I’m pleased to say that in certain countries, principally 
the Netherlands, Singapore, and New Zealand, Green Planning 
has shown exemplary success as a way to work toward social, 
economic, and environmental sustainability.

These past eighteen years of successful environmental man-
agement offer many valuable lessons to other nations, states, 
cities, corporations, and institutions that need to get on with 
environmental quality management. The purpose of this third 
edition is to describe the ongoing idea and show how it is work-
ing. To this project I bring the benefi t of my own forty years of 
experience as an environmentalist and planner, as well as the 
work of the Resource Renewal Institute (rri), which I founded 
in 1983 to study and promote Green Plans.

When I fi rst looked at Green Plans as environmental pol-
icy, I thought the Dutch example was outstanding. I still do. 
Their plan, known as the nepp, the National Environmental 
Policy Plan, has been functioning now for eighteen years. That 
length of time is important because for any program to be able 
to change a society’s environmental policies on a Green Plan 
scale, the policy needs to survive over time. The eighteen years 
of Holland’s successful Green Plan is the driving reason for the 
third edition of this book.

Recently, as I was pondering the reasons for that success, I 
received a note from one of the Dutch pioneers in Green Plan-
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ning, who summarized in a nutshell why Green Plans have 
worked so well in the Netherlands. Among his key points are: 
leadership, long-term goals, short-term targets, scale, a level 
playing fi eld, the integration of environment, economy, and 
land zoning, and participatory process. I’ll be exploring and 
commenting on these and other factors contributing to the suc-
cess of Green Plans in the course of this book.

While the success of Green Plans has been impressive, espe-
cially in the case of the Netherlands, New Zealand, and Singa-
pore, it has not been universal. Canada’s Green Plan, for ex-
ample, has evaporated. But valuable lessons can also be learned 
from examples of failure.

For me, the most diffi cult part of thinking about and writing 
this update is watching the lack of progress of the Green Plan 
idea in the United States. When a governor in one state launched 
it, his successor ignored it and let the beginning effort toward a 
Green Plan wilt. That doesn’t mean that a great deal wasn’t ac-
complished here and there, but we cannot today see anywhere in 
the United States a program of the needed scale, much less dura-
tion, required to solve our own environmental problems.

So, you might ask, why Green Plans? The examples of Hol-
land and New Zealand and Singapore prove that in order to 
solve the environmental problem, you have to solve the whole
problem, not selected parts. Green Plans approach the problem 
in a way in which we have never approached it before, this time 
in a serious effort to solve it. Green Plans are about believing 
that we can put the problem behind us, as we put polio behind 
us—and in the process, fi nd that we all benefi t when we work 
together.

Green Plans are about rescuing the concept of planning from 
the scrap heap of history. Planning seemed so good and so im-
portant back in the 1950s and 1960s, but then it simply became 
an excuse for not making a political decision, and the enthusi-
asm for it faded abruptly. The elected, decision-making body, to 
avert political pressure, would continue to request study after 
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study until the project was deemed to be unworkable and the 
applicant would just “go away.” I realize now that, in terms 
of the environment, the diffi culty with planning was that we 
were not looking at the problem on a large enough scale. We 
did not have a structure that was comprehensive enough to do 
what had to be done—that is, to approach the problem with the 
intention of solving it.

After eighteen years, Green Plans show what planning can 
and should be. They are comprehensive, integrated, and large 
scale—three characteristics that are central to solving environ-
mental problems, whether on the local, regional, or national 
level. I have studied endless alternatives and read what now 
seem to be thousands of proposals and philosophical dis-
courses, all discussing topics related to this central dilemma of 
declining environmental quality. But in all those documents, I 
do not remember one, other than Green Plans, that looked at 
the issue in terms of its actual scale and complexity, taking into 
consideration the entire set of relationships between air, soil, 
water, plants, animals, and people.

The individual pieces that go into making up any country’s 
Green Plan are not revolutionary; most are not even new. What 
is so radical about what Green Plan countries are doing is the 
scope of their vision, the fact that they have pulled together all 
the related pieces into one package.

The point is that by creating an integrated approach, these 
countries have solved virtually all their local environmental 
problems. Because Green Plans are comprehensive, no one pop-
ular issue, such as wilderness preservation, rainforests, or tox-
ics, dominates the overall strategy. An advantage of large scale 
is that each issue is an important part of the whole, and each 
gains more authority because it is part of a larger plan.

All the different issues and their constituencies are forged 
into an apolitical coalition that has as its goal the resolution of 
all problems. As a result, more people can relate to the many 
interests, and the plan gains popular and political support.
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People take hope from such a large-scale effort because they 
can see that their government is serious in its commitment. The 
threat is thus turned into an asset, bringing people together and 
helping them to put confl ict behind them. People are willing 
to make small sacrifi ces when they can see how big the pay-
off will be—a livable future for their grandchildren—and when 
they understand that their entire society is working toward the 
same end.

Green Plan nations have accepted that natural resources are 
a complex, interrelated system and that any real environmental 
plan must be comprehensive enough to embrace that complex-
ity. They have made environmental recovery their top prior-
ity and have set into motion large-scale efforts guided by the 
government and involving all segments of society. Their busi-
nesses and industries are thriving as a result. Whole societies 
have been improved. Green Plans are based on the critically 
important premise that our social and economic well-being de-
pends on a healthy environment, and that we must manage our 
natural and physical environment in a sustainable fashion if we 
want to continue to meet our own needs and to allow future 
generations to meet theirs.

Such a dream, of course, requires focused, disciplined hard 
work, including the political work of selling the idea and involv-
ing people as a force. Only the people can cause government 
to make environmental recovery its fi rst priority. This shift in 
priorities is essential: environmental recovery is a matter of sur-
vival. We have the technical knowledge and the resources to ac-
complish it, but in order to do so we must make it a priority, as 
we have in the past for bombs and rockets and space vehicles.

In summary, I offer this book in praise of Green Plans, to 
show what they are, how they have succeeded, and to serve as a 
central source of information for politicians, planners, students, 
activists, and anyone else interested in solving the environmen-
tal problem.



g r e e n  p l a n s





part i
Defining the Problem 
and Its Solution





The hour may be late, but there is nothing that says that it 
is too late. There is nothing in man’s plight that his vision, 
if he cared to cultivate it, and his will, if he cared to ex-
ercise it, could not alleviate. The challenge is to see what 
could be done and then have the heart and resolution to 
attempt it. —George Kennan

Despite the perilous state of our planetary environment, from 
climate change to the energy crisis, comprehensive environmen-
tal planning—Green Planning—as practiced in certain forward-
looking countries is today bringing effi ciency, cost reduction, 
and overall effectiveness to a wide variety of organizations 
including businesses, universities, churches, and others. In the 
process, it is contributing to a healthier life, a more vital and 
diverse natural world, the preservation of the resource base of 
our global economy and future development, and ultimately 
to our collective security. The success of comprehensive envi-

chapter 
one A Commitment to Change
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ronmental planning can already be seen in the examples of a 
number of countries, several of which I will be discussing in this 
book, whose progress represents a large-scale advance toward 
solving humanity’s environmental problems. These examples 
demonstrate that by working together, with imagination and 
innovation, problems can be solved at affordable costs, for the 
benefi t of everyone.

awakening from the industrial dream

In this postindustrial age, we have come to realize that the 
great dream of the industrial age, delivering comfort and 
quantity to everybody, at prices they can afford, has brought 
along with it unexpected problems: pollution, environmental 
decline, degradation of nature, loss of species, and health risk 
to ourselves.

In the past, when the problems caused by these activities 
became too extreme to ignore, as when the air became too 
dirty to breathe or the water too polluted to drink, or a river 
became so choked with toxins it actually caught fi re, we at-
tempted to clean up—discovering in the process that it is bet-
ter and cheaper to prevent the problems in the fi rst place. But 
often, we ignored warnings about pollution and overexploita-
tion, and as a result, have pushed some resources beyond their 
capacity to recover. In some areas, where there were formerly 
productive resource-based industries, people can no longer 
fi nd food or work.

Now, as industries have grown up and populations have in-
creased and the needs of these new millions have spurred indus-
tries to even greater growth, the pressures on the environment 
have reached the tipping point. Problems are no longer local 
but regional and continental. The current attention to global 
warming is awakening us to the realization that what we do 
can affect the entire planet. We see images now that would have 
seemed impossible a short time ago. The polar ice caps are melt-



a commitment to change | 5

ing and the polar bears face extinction. The oceans themselves 
are dying. The Mediterranean fi sheries, once so prolifi c, are de-
pleted. The Pacifi c Coast fi shery of North America, once home 
to a thriving sardine industry employing twenty-fi ve thousand 
people in California alone, also has diminished. Now, we can 
look back to the novels of John Steinbeck to remind us of hu-
manity’s impact on a once-great resource.

We’ve arrived at this point because over the years people of 
infl uence and leaders of industry refused to acknowledge that 
environmental problems were real. Over the past fi fty years, 
these leaders, who were and are the economic voices of the na-
tion, fought tooth and nail against what they perceived as a 
threat to their dream, their own prosperity. Their driving mo-
tive is always the bottom line, the quarterly corporate report. 
These short-term corporate fi nancial statements, whether they 
are meant to do so or not, run the economy. And that reality 
impacts the long-term health of the environment. Now, the bot-
tom line is health and life itself.

Another part of the problem is that government leadership in 
the United States has not been active enough, nor has Congress 
given industry incentives to adopt a new management approach 
to prevent pollution from continuing to spill out into the land-
scape, poisoning streams, rivers, oceans, land, and air. When 
incentives were proposed they were usually argued against in 
court or government scientists would try to downplay the seri-
ous nature of the problems.

Some enlightened companies are working toward change, 
but others, fossil fuel industries, for example, are making a 
profi t as things are now, and that’s their interest, period. The 
old guard industrial leaders will say a free hand (deregula-
tion) is necessary for healthy competition and prosperity. And 
while that may be true to a degree, experience is teaching us 
that such freedom has to include environmental management, 
otherwise, life as we know it is going to be lost. And that is 
unacceptable.
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what are we to do about these problems?

The Netherlands mobilized its environmental program in 1988,
following a warning by Queen Beatrix in her annual Christmas 
speech. She told the Dutch people that the future of life itself 
could be at stake, leaving little doubt that their society, if it was 
to survive, had to change. Some members of industry, instead 
of resisting, as they had been, joined in to assume cooperative 
leadership. This in itself was a huge, powerful change. The com-
panion marvels were the support of the labor movement, the in-
volvement of the Dutch Parliament, and fi nally, the involvement 
of the nonprofi t environmental community, which served a very 
important watchdog role. Even though the entire business com-
munity didn’t jump on board immediately, enough did so that 
they were able to set a framework for change and establish 
programs that have become the foremost example of successful 
comprehensive environmental planning in the world.

if the dutch could do it, 
why hasn’t this happened in the 
united states and elsewhere?

In the past we have always looked at one issue at a time, usually 
those advanced by a narrow special interest, passing air pollu-
tion legislation one year, devoting some funding to endangered 
species the next. But this piecemeal approach has not worked. 
The example of the Netherlands, and others, has shown us that 
a comprehensive approach works. They have shown that ef-
fi cient management, focused on the shared goal of environmen-
tal health, can put our new organizational and technological 
knowledge to work in a way that leads to a healthy, sustainable 
society. This kind of management enables business not to be 
nailed to the letter of every page of detailed prescriptive legis-
lation but, by establishing long-term targets and performance 
standards, to be able to set priorities and align necessary actions 
with the business cycle.



a commitment to change | 7

To advocate this new approach is not to belittle the extraor-
dinarily valuable efforts made by so many people for so many 
years in fi elds as diverse as science, agriculture, technology, and 
fi nance. That we are now able to make a leap forward to put 
things into a better functioning whole is due in large part to 
their work. It is also due to the work of those who have sought 
to wake people up to the environmental crisis. Much of the 
world now accepts the seriousness of the problems we face, par-
ticularly with regard to global warming and air pollution, and 
is ready to undertake the major efforts necessary to halt and 
reverse the worldwide environmental damage.

However, even in Holland, over the years, environmental con-
cerns have lost their ranking in the public eye. At this writing, 
the environment is about fourteenth on a list of fi fteen priorities. 
People are on the one hand satisfi ed about progress, yet at the 
same time they say more stringent policies would be welcomed. 
Global warming and air pollution are their main concerns.

the whole is greater than 
the sum of its parts

Because it is so new, the idea of solving the entire problem of 
environmental decline may sound impossible to many people: 
How can we solve the entire problem if we cannot even solve 
the smaller, individual issues? But that is precisely the power 
of a big-picture approach. By tackling the larger problem, you 
carry along a host of smaller ones. And by taking a longer time 
horizon, you have more fl exibility and more time to set pri-
orities that do not change from year to year, leaving problems 
unresolved. Rather, people get to decide within that larger time 
frame when changes best fi t in.

I’ve observed this principle working in the political arena. 
For example, opposition to ideas within the legislative process 
traditionally focuses on the one theme the lobbyist or opposing 
advocate is paid to oppose. If that one item is expanded, say 
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from a single water matter, such as the price of a cubic-foot-per-
second fl ow, to a package of water related issues including the 
one the opponent is to oppose, they often will let the package 
go. I fi rst observed this when an opponent of a water bill sud-
denly recognized that the broadened proposal included a provi-
sion that would improve fi shing. He was a fi sherman. Realizing 
the bill would help maintain a healthy fi sh stock, he switched 
his opposition to support for the package.

Comprehensive plans are the only way to solve large-scale 
problems. They reach beyond the individual issues to the prob-
lems created by the relationships between those issues. The real-
ity of ecology is that we cannot solve the individual problems 
unless we include the relationships of each to the others. Within 
the comprehensive scale, even powerful, single-interest advo-
cates such as my fi sherman friend, can realize something posi-
tive. This is another reason why social, political, and economic 
factors need to be combined when planning improvement in 
environmental policy.

flexibility is the key

In this comprehensive kind of thinking, one of the certainties is 
that some of the smaller parts will develop unpredictable prob-
lems. If all you’re looking at is one part at a time, and that part 
develops a problem, you are likely to drill down into it and lose 
sight of the goal. So the importance of comprehensive thinking 
is that you keep a wide view and allow for the wandering pos-
sibilities of one or more of the problems within the whole to go 
awry and be corrected.

At the same time, individual successes lend strength to the 
whole. I’ve observed that when several individual concepts are 
banded together, they have tremendous power, much more than 
they would if standing alone. But to get there, people need to 
break out of certain narrow structures. This is diffi cult. It’s al-
most a fact of human existence that whatever our experience is, 
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that becomes our information base. So a corporate executive 
might go through a challenging training process but fi nd that 
what he has learned can’t be applied within the confi nes of the 
organization he works for. The changes he may want to make 
may seem costly or risky. If he tries, he may lose his job. If the 
company tries, at fi rst, profi ts may go down. Still, paradoxically, 
change will be the key to their survival—and ours as well.

This way of looking at a spectrum of factors exposes a non-
scientifi c reality. Though we would like to think that policy de-
cisions should be based on hard science, it isn’t always possible. 
There is always a collection of factors involved with decision 
making, particularly the involvement of the ever unpredictable 
factor of human personalities, which makes predicting any re-
sult a less than scientifi c exercise.

green plans need industry to work

A tremendous gift of the Dutch industrial experience is its dem-
onstrated success. The Dutch experience shows that industry 
is necessary to the success of environmental recovery. For any 
Green Plan to succeed, in any city, state, or nation, the corpo-
rate presence, as a source of so many environmental problems, 
and also a crucial element in the economy of a nation, is essen-
tial. But so far the chamber-of-commerce leadership followed 
by the majority of U.S. industry tends to resist anything that 
requires long-term thinking or change. This is understandable 
from a short-term point of view. If you’re making a couple of 
million a year to keep the train you’re running on the track 
you’re on, you’re not going to go risking that couple of million 
a year changing tracks. That is one reason the powerful fos-
sil-fuel interests reject the idea of global warming or that they 
might be playing a part in it. Logically, they know better, but 
they’re trapped in this one track, and they have the money and 
infl uence to continue to deny reality and to oppose a better way 
of doing things. But this particular track is heading for a wall.
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The Dutch example shows that clever, designed policy can 
switch the points. The question is not if we can solve the prob-
lems; the question is whether we have the will to choose a pros-
perous and environmentally sound future.

the truth is out there

It’s obvious to any objective observer. Some smart corpora-
tions are starting to get ready for change, but most continue 
to steam along in their well-worn tracks. General Motors is 
probably an extreme example of a company that ignores ev-
erything but its own short-sighted view. For example, I remem-
ber a former chairman of the board, who also became chair 
of the board of the Nature Conservancy, a land-saving group, 
writing an article in the Nature Conservancy News about why 
sport utility vehicles (suvs) are central to the American pur-
pose—because they make more profi t. It was about as archaic 
a position as I can imagine, from what had been a much-re-
spected environmental group. Now, in light of high gas prices 
and warnings throughout the media about global warming 
and the harm that is being done to our planet, largely from 
auto emissions, that position can be seen by all in a differ-
ent light. Why would the Nature Conservancy publish such 
a view? Maybe it would become clear if we examine it from 
within a general time frame.

From a management ethics perspective, the Nature Con-
servancy story deserves a bit of a look. Basically, the normal, 
healthy management structure of complex institutions has a 
purposeful degree of stress built into it. In the U.S. government, 
for example, the courts are independent from Congress, which 
is supposed to be independent from the president. Each group 
can counter actions of the other. Thus, for an idea to move for-
ward, there must be cooperation. That balance of power is also 
seen in most successful corporate structures, where the fi scal 
department is in balance with the marketing department, and 
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both are overseen by the chief executive. In the nonprofi t world, 
where organizations have to raise money—often from corpo-
rate sources—it takes balance to remain ethical and honest. The 
Nature Conservancy, for example, which is dedicated to pro-
tecting land, keeping it pristine and free from development, suc-
cumbed to corporate money, often from the very corporations 
whose infl uence on the land it was trying to offset—and, in my 
view, damaged its integrity in the process. That’s a genuine loss. 
And I say that as someone who spent years helping to build the 
Nature Conservancy.

On the other hand, when cooperation works, as in the Dutch 
case, and the intention to protect the land is shared, both busi-
ness and nonprofi ts can benefi t from cooperation. In the Dutch 
case, the model has the stress built in. First of all, government 
gives long-term environmental interest a voice by defi ning the 
long-term ambitions and goals. The government negotiates and 
deals with industry, in order to change their former command-
and-control procedures by working out some compromises. 
Then the environmental groups, the third party, or the third leg 
of a three-legged stool, keep tabs, growling at them, daring one 
of them to cheat or back out of their transactions. The role of 
the nonprofi t is to communicate its observations to the media, 
which then communicates to the public. Public reporting and 
yearly independent assessments keep track of overall progress. 
Such assessments ensure transparency and accountability. So, in 
Holland, the economic interests are kept in balance with envi-
ronmental interests.

In fact, in the Dutch case, the economic realm welcomed the 
intense guard-dog role of the environmental movement. When 
the Dutch started their Green Plan efforts, business leaders told 
me that this whole idea would evaporate in seconds if not for 
the aggressive guard-dog function of the environmental move-
ment. The environmentalists watched and weighed and criti-
cally judged, and then transmitted their feelings to the public 
about whether policy changes were being overdone. That al-
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lowed government and industry to do an honest job of nego-
tiating with each other. They would reach a compromise, and 
then pass it outside the room to the environmental group who 
might accept it or might shriek and growl and send it off with 
adamant opposition to the press.

dutch government support and 
environmental watchdogs

Members of the Dutch industry that were negotiating—and not 
all of them were involved—made a point of having government 
give money to the nonprofi t environmental activists, to make 
sure they were vigorous and present. The idea was that those 
who might wish to discontinue negotiating would be forced, 
out of fear of the ferocious reaction of the environmentalists, to 
stay and cooperate. This was an effective use of national policy, 
which not all of industry welcomed. Some individual—often 
smaller—companies were upset at that kind of negotiation. Be-
fore, they had been able to hire a group of lobbyists and get a 
law passed that would benefi t whatever narrow focused interest 
they wanted. Now, they had to work in this larger arena, and 
stay and cooperate. The environmentalists, in this case, were 
setting a strong watchdog example.

As I’ve said, I write this from the vantage point of having 
worked in industry, for nonprofi ts, and for government, at chal-
lenging levels. I worked for Union Carbide, I helped build the 
Nature Conservancy, serving at one time as its national presi-
dent, and I’ve been in government at a high policy level, re-
sponsible for California’s environmental management. So my 
views are based on an accumulation of satisfying experiences 
in all three sectors. From my perspective, to compare the Dutch 
model with the fossil fuel–dominated industrial mentality in the 
United States should be food for thought for a lot of industrial 
leaders and politicians.
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ready or not, change will come

The rest of the world is slowly pressing in and trying to force 
the United States to acknowledge our responsibilities but so 
far, despite the growing awareness of the seriousness of global 
warming and its consequences to the entire planet, the fossil-
fuel interests in the United States prevail. But the successes of 
certain progressive state, town, and industry coalitions willing 
to meet Kyoto targets are chipping away at the limited vision of 
those who currently dominate U.S. policy.

The European Union, for example, is starting to show its 
emerging strength as an economic force in the world. They now 
require each new member to agree to serious environmental 
quality management procedures. Now, all of a sudden, those 
have popped up right in the lap of the American economy. In 
a move I’ll discuss later in this book, the European Union has 
let Silicon Valley manufacturers know that they will not be al-
lowed to export computers to Europe unless they comply with 
European standards regarding toxic materials used in their con-
struction. Some companies will try to fi ght this, but others, such 
as Hewlett Packard, say they’ve been getting ready for this for 
some time. In the fi eld of climate change, the eu has signed the 
Kyoto Protocol, divided the contribution to be made by each 
member state, and set up a system that enables the trading of 
emission rights.

So, in summary, we are in a state of change. If we relax and 
let time happen, now that other economic forces are emerg-
ing in the world, there is no escaping the trend. We can try 
to postpone it. We can continue upholding a false competitive 
advantage by selling out our environment and plundering our 
resources. Or we can invest in change and innovation and reap 
the benefi ts of action. Ultimately, if we design the framework 
for change wisely and negotiate with the aim of resolving the 
problems and balancing the interests of the whole against those 
of the special interests, the plan will work and everyone will 
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welcome it. It will still require negotiation and dispute resolu-
tion—so that problems are resolved and all interests are bal-
anced, not just those of vested interests. Remember: We can 
only solve all of the problem and to do that we need to manage 
all the parts together, at the same time. We have the tools we 
need to move forward with this kind of plan; what we need is 
the will to do it.

green plans show the way

It seems that no one believes a project is doable until there are 
working models of success. The standard response from the 
“experts” is always: If that kind of approach worked, some-
body would already be doing it. In the case of Green Plans, 
we can now answer that somebody is. A few comfortable, de-
veloped nations—ones that have traditionally been in the fore-
front of progressive social change—have begun to lead a global 
movement toward environmental recovery.

New Zealand was the fi rst nation to give women the right to 
vote. The Netherlands was one of the fi rst nations to institute 
child labor laws. These two nations and Singapore are now out 
in front of the rest of the world in solving the environmental 
problem. What they are doing is truly revolutionary; they have 
taken the position that a solution is not only possible but essential 
if we are to leave anything at all for future generations. Each of 
these countries has adopted its own comprehensive environmen-
tal policy, or Green Plan, a practical strategy designed to translate 
the concept of sustainability into action on the national and local 
levels. The Plan is not rigid, like a blueprint of societal develop-
ment, but is a practical management tool to enable countries to 
resolve problems and galvanize all contributions to change. I be-
lieve that if the rest of the world would follow, with each nation 
developing its own innovations, the whole world would begin to 
see the beginnings of environmental recovery, and could imagine 
a return to environmental health.
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getting real

There is a difference between musing about something and ac-
tually doing it, between thinking about what is possible and 
making those possibilities real. Throughout history there have 
been instances of revolutionary ideas that were pondered and 
discussed for years, building and building until some person 
or group fi nally brought them to life. Take the idea of human 
fl ight, for example. From the time of the ancient Greeks up until 
the early twentieth century, humans speculated and dreamed 
about the possibility of taking to the skies, but very few be-
lieved it would ever happen. Lindberg’s fl ight changed the way 
we thought about human possibility.

The Green Plan idea is the beginning of another such leap. 
Like all new concepts it will go through many stages. Already, 
the Green Plan in action has become a remarkable achievement 
in the history of human accomplishment in free societies. The 
countries that are implementing Green Plans are the fi rst in his-
tory to attempt to recover environmental quality nationwide. 
They have made environmental sustainability a key issue of na-
tional purpose. Like Lindberg, they are pushing humanity over 
the threshold into a new era.

At this writing, seven years into the twenty-fi rst century, 
sustainability is at the point where Lindberg was in 1927, on 
the ground in New Jersey waiting for weather to clear to make 
his fl ight to Paris. Already, the Netherlands, New Zealand, and 
Singapore have let go of the safety line and moved from theory 
to practice, with all the inherent risks. Because they have taken 
the initiative and succeeded, the rest of the world will be able to 
benefi t from their experience, observing their successes and set-
backs, learning what works and what does not. I’m writing this 
third edition, twelve years after publication of the fi rst book, to 
offer a very fi ne success model for the United States and other 
nations, showing not only what can be done but what has been 
done, and demonstrating clearly how successful planning is an 
essential tool for successful governance.
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the wheel: already invented

At this point, it would make no sense for any city, state, or nation 
to start from scratch in creating its own plan, because the level 
of thought and the degree of commitment that have gone into 
the plans of the Netherlands, Singapore, and New Zealand is 
so exemplary. Starting from scratch would cost many years and 
many millions of dollars, and it is unnecessary; we are not going 
to invent a better wheel. What these countries have done will be 
the models for others to follow and build upon. Each country 
will want to adapt its plan to its own circumstances, but the ba-
sic Green Plan design will be like that of the two-wheel bicycle; 
while individual bikes vary widely, the design principles followed 
by most have changed very little in the past century.

I will describe each of these three countries’ Green Plans in de-
tail in separate chapters and use examples from them to illustrate 
points throughout. It is important to keep in mind, however, that 
each country’s plan is at a different stage of development. Because 
the Netherlands’ plan was the fi rst to be passed and is the most 
completely implemented so far, there is much more information 
available about it, and so its Green Plans play a larger role in this 
book. As I write this edition, New Zealand’s plan is becoming a 
well-documented success as a working national policy.

The genius of Green Plans is that each of the of these pio-
neering countries’ Green Plans is unique, taking into account 
each nation’s distinctive characteristics and problems. While 
Holland is an industrial center, New Zealand is basically an 
agricultural export nation, and while their specifi c problems 
may be different, their goals—a healthy, sustainable environ-
ment—are the same. How does it work?

like clockwork

Just as there are certain basic elements to a clock—the main-
spring, the hands, the gears—there are certain elements basic to 
Green Plans. These are comprehensiveness, integration, and a 
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large-scale commitment by government and stakeholders. Green 
Plans share other elements as well, primarily because they are 
examples of systems thinking—looking at whole systems rather 
than at discrete parts. The process of designing the comprehen-
sive framework also has common process requirements: clear 
information, recognizing the critical contributions of many ac-
tors, and framing the policy debate in terms acceptable to all 
participants. Part 2 will cover some of these other elements in 
depth. The three “mainspring” elements, which constitute the 
defi nition of Green Plans as they have evolved to date, are dis-
cussed in detail below.

comprehensiveness and integration

When we talk about the environment, we are not talking about 
just trees, or water, or air, but of all those things and more, in-
terrelated in a very complex system. The ways in which we as 
humans interact with that system are equally complex: extract-
ing resources, irrigating farmland, harvesting trees, burying our 
waste, creating energy. We cannot hope to remedy the effects 
we have had on the planet unless we develop policies that use 
this complexity as their starting point.

For some, the question will arise, Why go to all this trouble 
of shifting from simple single-issue concerns to the complex 
Green Plan? The answer is that those old ways are not working. 
A comprehensive approach works better for a list of reasons, 
not the least of which is managing costs and avoiding problems 
that are usually put off or shifted elsewhere. Above all, we have 
an obligation to future generations to keep the earth livable 
and productive. Our goal must be to fashion a healthy, sustain-
able society, one that is able to function within the limits set by 
nature.

In the past, our approaches to resource management and the 
environment in general have been fragmented. We did the best 
we could with the knowledge we had. Now we have new tools 
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that enable us to access vast stores of complex information. I re-
member one of the world’s eminent scientists, René Dubos, say-
ing once that he doubted that humanity would ever be able to 
understand much more about ecology; it was too complex. He 
died before the computer had become the universal tool it is now. 
He could not have imagined the way the computer would enable 
scientists and even nonscientists to think through problems in 
seconds that might have taken months to review before.

Take forestry, for example. Most nations have traditionally 
been concerned solely with the economics of forestry. This means 
cutting trees, creating fi nished wood products, building homes 
and businesses, and carrying on trade. As forest resources rap-
idly depleted, some argued for the idea of harvesting trees in a 
sustainable manner. But this approach generally failed to take 
anything but trees into consideration. Then some regions realized 
that their fi sheries were dying out, in part because silt from erod-
ing clear-cut slopes had affected spawning streams. This discov-
ery led to the realization that forestry and fi sheries are linked.

We have also, in recent years, discovered links between forests 
and air pollution. The trees in some of the world’s great forests, 
including Germany’s Black Forest, are dying because of air pollu-
tion originating elsewhere. When the trees die, so do the songbirds 
and all the other life forms that depend on them, from microbes to 
elk. This has made us understand that if we want to have forests, 
we have to be concerned about the ways in which we are dimin-
ishing the quality of the air, from the toxins spewed from smoke-
stacks to the exhaust belching from tailpipes. A third of the forests 
of Europe are suffering from the effects of air pollution, and it is 
increasingly affecting those of Canada and the United States.

from tap water to energy policy

In the state of California, where I live, tap water is a factor in 
energy policy. It is also a factor in air pollution and a contributing 
cause of asthma. Why? Consider that when you turn on the tap, 
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the water that pours out has traveled a long distance, through 
pipes, moved by great pumps driven by electricity, which is made 
by burning fossil fuel in the form of imported oil. How much im-
pact does that have on California’s energy use? According to the 
California Energy Commission’s 2005 report, California’s water 
infrastructure accounts for 20 percent of the state’s energy con-
sumption.1 Electricity, generated by fossil fuel, is one of the larg-
est sources of air pollution. Air pollution is associated with the 
rising number of cases of asthma. A 2006 American Lung Associ-
ation report states that while mortality from asthma is currently 
not rising, asthma remains a major health concern. In 2004, the 
report states, approximately 20.5 million Americans had asthma. 
Asthma ranks in the top ten “prevalent conditions causing limita-
tion of activity” and costs the nation approximately $16.1 billion 
annually.2 Humans aren’t the only ones affected by air pollution. 
Farms crops and forests are still suffering major damage by air 
pollution. All this new information about the interconnected-
ness of what had previously been considered separate issues pro-
vides strong basis for the idea of management change. Yet, while 
positive change is slowly happening, government efforts are still 
rarely organized to manage resources as a system; instead, they 
are typically fragmented between dozens of different agencies 
each dealing with a single issue. In order to survive, they engage 
in turf wars, fail to coordinate their policies, and fi ght over scraps 
of funding. Looking at a dozen agencies of government dealing 
with the environment—wildlife, parks, forestry, soil, water qual-
ity, and so on—reveals that they are rarely managed by one ad-
ministrator, nor are they operated as a cohesive unit, functioning 
together the way a clock works. The examples in this book will 
show how the approach can be improved.

power and politics influence choice

Politics and power decide how various environmental issues are 
ranked. In most state or federal agencies in the United States to -
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day, agriculture, oil, and water are probably ranked at the top. 
Soil, wildlife, parks, and recreation get little attention or fund-
ing. The powerful agencies guard their privileged positions jeal-
ously, while the less powerful are left with the crumbs. They 
are fi ghting each other needlessly, and often none of them are 
managing their affairs very well.

When we leave behind an issue that is underfunded, like soil, 
we undermine all our efforts over the long term. We are wast-
ing our money whenever we deal with forests and air quality 
and do not deal with the other issues. Often we are just push-
ing problems around from one realm to another, like sweeping 
trash under the rug, cleaning the water only to bury or inciner-
ate the contaminants that have been removed. The result may 
clean the water, but pollute the air and soil.

The government of the Netherlands has put its fi nger on the 
problem very concisely: “The diffi culty with this fragmented 
approach is that it addresses a succession of new issues with-
out necessarily resolving the previous one, thereby creating the 
impression that it no longer matters. Attention focuses on one 
subject, overshadowing others, which are no less important. 
This approach also fails to treat the environment as a single sys-
tem, which makes it virtually impossible to show people how 
their behavior affects the environment.”3

In contrast, the Netherlands’ comprehensive program has 
shown after eighteen years that its approach can make environ-
mentally friendly behavior second nature to its people. Many 
of the original improvements of environmental practices have 
become a habit of Dutch citizens and are no longer problems. 
Sorting and recycling is something the thrifty and practical 
Dutch took to right at the start, as a way they could personally 
affect their environment. Now, through industrial ingenuity, the 
Dutch are transforming solid waste from a problem to a source 
of energy. Recycling is so much a part of their culture now that 
it is not even a subject of debate.

To achieve environmental recovery, we need to accept com-
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plexity. Green Plans are able to address complexity fi rst of all 
because they are comprehensive, embracing all environmen-
tal and resource issues, across media and across geographical 
boundaries. Second, Green Plans are integrated throughout hu-
man society as it relates to the environment, from industry and 
government to social groups and individuals. Green Plans look 
at the interconnections and relationships between different en-
vironmental issues and between natural and human systems, 
and create similar links between those responsible for creating 
and implementing environmental policies. People working to-
gether combine experiences. Management that brings people 
and experience together is more effective than the old, adver-
sarial methods. Comprehensive, integrated approaches to envi-
ronmental planning bring cohesiveness to government efforts 
and encourage coordination and cooperation. They also make 
government and the management of environmental quality un-
derstandable and sensible to the public.

The Green Plans of the Netherlands, New Zealand, and Sin-
gapore are comprehensive, ecosystem-based initiatives designed 
to save the forest, not just the trees. Instead of passing laws that 
attack each problem one by one in isolation, these countries, in 
order to achieve their agreed-upon, long-term environmental 
goals, have created approaches that cut across traditional lines 
in ways that make sense for their resources, population, and 
industry. Within government itself, they have pulled together all 
the major ministries and agencies into one coordinated effort to 
achieve environmental quality.

Implementing such plans is obviously a challenge for each 
country. However, their comprehensiveness has in some ways 
made implementation easier, allowing all three nations to move 
away from the layering of regulatory and legal approaches 
that had developed over the years. They have replaced this old 
system with a refi ned, more effi cient, broad strategy that gives 
businesses and individuals greater latitude within their organi-
zations to meet and maintain the environmental goals they’ve 
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helped to set. This means far less frustration, particularly for 
businesses that have tried to cooperate in the past, only to be-
come mired in overlapping or outdated regulations, with their 
knowledge about clever solutions largely untapped.

An important element in this sort of comprehensive planning 
is a process for bringing together all interested groups, includ-
ing environmentalists, industry, and citizens, to carefully review 
existing laws and regulations and develop a new more coopera-
tive approach. The objectives of the plan must be clearly estab-
lished and the goals clearly defi ned. Once that is done, it is no 
longer necessary to pile regulation on top of regulation.

It is interesting to compare what is happening in these three 
countries with the policies of California, a state that has a repu-
tation for being modern and effi cient, and which has adopted 
strong, farsighted policies on a number of environmental issues. 
For example, California led the alternative energy revolution, 
and as a consequence the state has a steady stream of visitors 
from all over the world who come to study its energy effi ciency 
model. It also has strict air quality standards. But because Cal-
ifornia has not made the leap to the broader, comprehensive 
approach, its policies in other areas are severely lacking. The 
state’s water policy is backward and poorly managed, and soil 
policies scarcely exist at this point. A sordid example is that of 
dry, desert communities using fossil water, that is, underground 
aquifers, that don’t recharge each year but only continue to de-
cline. I visited one recently in Borrega Springs, where no one 
was allowed to measure the extent to which underground wa-
ter supplies had become limited. And the larger town of Palm 
Springs now has over one hundred golf courses, all operating 
by pumping water from underground aquifers that do not re-
charge. In time, the town and its golf courses will go back to 
desert. Rapid transit and growth policies are similarly short-
sighted. Until California links its policy and regulatory pro-
grams together, it will not come close to providing a livable fu-
ture for its citizens. Yet if the state were able to set a worldwide 
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example on energy policy, it may not be too rash to think that, 
building on that experience, it would set a nationwide example 
of comprehensive environmental planning.

Environmental strategies for the future will have to be com-
prehensive in order to cope with the complexity of the environ-
ment and of the problems we face. Comprehensive plans will 
work, because they have the power of mass behind them. As I 
have said, the environmental idea has a better chance of success 
if it is part of a larger whole; single issues are far easier to block 
or defeat. And with fair contributions from everyone there is a 
critical mass to resolve the problems.

a large-scale commitment by government

The other critical element of a Green Plan is its scale. The size 
and scale of the project must match that of the problem. In the 
United States, that would include federal, regional, and local 
governments. In the past, we have not really comprehended just 
how big and complex environmental problems are, so we have 
not responded appropriately—and for problems that are best 
solved at the federal level, we have even backed away.

Scale is one reason that Green Plans place responsibility for 
environmental planning at the national or state level. The way 
our system works only government can manage something of 
this size effi ciently and effectively. For instance, consider the 
amount of money that is required—billions. In the case of exist-
ing national plans, this is far beyond what an organization or 
institution at the state level would be able to provide.

There are other Green Plan functions that only government 
can do, such as managing the taxes and environmental quality 
regulations, and enforcing the laws. Only government has the re-
sources and the scope required to handle a project this immense. 
If it is effi ciently run, the government has a tremendous advan-
tage when it comes to the delivery of certain services. It does not 
mean that all problems have to be solved at the highest level. Lo-
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cal and regional problems should be dealt with at their respective 
levels. But the effectiveness of policy will increase if these efforts 
are part of a more comprehensive framework. Otherwise, when 
one country cleans up its river, but a country upstream of it does 
not, the pollution from the upstream country will continue to 
pollute the rest of the river downstream. This happened to Hol-
land when they cleaned up their portion of the Rhine River, while 
the countries upstream from them did not. Now, with policy im-
provements affecting whole regions, the Rhine is remarkably im-
proved and the salmon are back in the river.

In the United States in the last few decades, it has become 
fashionable to think that government is useless and that only 
private enterprise can handle problems effi ciently. But it is a 
mistake to view the two as necessarily opposed. Privatization 
can be an important part of the way a government functions, 
but it should not be seen as a panacea that necessarily does a 
better job than the government or absolves the government of 
responsibility. For example, it may be most effi cient to have a 
private fi rm collect a city’s trash, but it is still the government’s 
responsibility to make sure that the trash is picked up and dis-
posed of properly. So while Green Plans may well include roles 
for private enterprise, they will require, fi rst and foremost, gov-
ernment leadership and commitment to defi ne the goals to be 
achieved and to safeguard the qualities of life we all value. They 
will have to preserve public goods and services and craft the 
framework for change—not as a body that is producing red 
tape and bureaucratic rules, but one that delivers on crucial is-
sues we all value: health, nature, and security.

lessons already learned

One lesson we have learned over the last ten years is that, given 
a chance, government agencies tend to revert back to a part-by-
part approach at the expense of the whole program if not given 
fi rm oversight by an administration responsible for the whole.
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We have always underestimated the environmental problem, 
but we come closer to understanding its size and scale when 
we see the size and scale of the response from a nation like 
the Netherlands. The Netherlands’ Green Plan is an example of 
technical excellence, a multifaceted and detailed approach. To 
achieve its goal of recovering environmental quality in twenty-
fi ve years, the government has enlisted hundreds of people, in-
cluding some of the country’s best minds, in the task.

What happened in the Netherlands reminds me of the 
preparation for the Normandy invasion during World War II. 
I remember well the pictures of thousands of ships sitting off-
shore—the largest armada in history, all coordinated, all wait-
ing to act in concert. It is that kind of human endeavor that a 
nation undertakes with these Green Plans: a massive commit-
ment to a purpose.

Looking back in U.S. history for a comparison, perhaps the 
best is that of the soil conservation effort intended to stop wind 
erosion of the Great Plains at the end of the Depression. For a 
very short time, soil was understood as the key to a nation’s sur-
vival, and great passion went into the effort to save the Plains 
from devastation. But the effort was not maintained over the 
years, and in any case fell short of what was needed.

The scale of our funding commitment has to match the size of 
the problem, too. We have a habit of putting a symbolic amount 
toward an issue, rather than enough to really have an effect. In 
trying to determine whether an institution is committed to a 
particular policy, one of the best questions to ask is what por-
tion of the total amount it spends is devoted to implementing 
that policy. A government or corporation can say that it has the 
best health program in the world, but if it has yet to commit any 
money, then all it has is a piece of paper, not a program.

Using this measure, the Singapore example is quite remark-
able. At a time when its economy was battered by recession, 
the Singapore government pledged to support the plan. It is still 
going strong.4 The Canadian example was based on spending 
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several billion dollars for government to distribute, but with-
out requiring citizen involvement. The result was that when the 
money was spent there was no political basis for continuation. 
The next head of government ignored it, and since the public 
was not involved, they didn’t challenge him to keep it going. 
They did in the New Zealand case, which I describe later.

In the past, we have rarely been able to think far enough 
ahead to fund a project adequately. As a result, we often end 
up wasting money and falling short of our goals. Soil cleanup 
efforts from across the world provide good examples. Had we 
been wise enough and willing enough to prevent soil contami-
nation in the fi rst place it would have been ten to twenty times 
cheaper to prevent the problem than to clean it up later.

putting it together

If a national environmental recovery strategy is to be successful, 
it must incorporate and build upon the three main principles of 
comprehensiveness, integration, and a large-scale commitment 
by government. The precise methods used to implement each of 
these principles will be different for each nation, and will prob-
ably change over time, but a program that fails to include any 
one of them will not be a true Green Plan.

The examples provided by the Netherlands, New Zealand, 
and Singapore are especially important now that the world is 
shifting into a new phase in environmental planning. The adop-
tion of a resolution entitled Agenda 21, signed by more than 
170 nations attending the United Nations’ Earth Summit in Rio 
in 1992, indicates widespread recognition that our old ways of 
responding to environmental problems are no longer suffi cient.5

By adopting Agenda 21, those nations agreed to follow a com-
prehensive, integrated, Green Plan approach to managing their 
environmental affairs. The pioneer Green Plans I describe in the 
following chapters are extremely useful models for the nations 
now starting down this track.



what’s in a word?

Experts who are paid to defi ne ideas are always searching for 
the exact phrase or word that reaches into the essence of a 
product or an idea, so that everyone hearing it knows exactly 
what is meant, with all the nuances and associations. The fact 
that everybody gets it creates a culture of shared understanding 
around that term—“Mac,” for example, or “Martha Stewart.” 
The right words, on packages or billboards or in speech, have 
the power to draw people together in a common understanding, 
or behind a common idea.

A friend of mine, Yvon Chouinard, started a company in 
the United States that sold climbing equipment, which he called 
Chouinard Equipment. One day he was mountain climbing 
with some Scottish climbers and noticed they had on big rugby 
shirts and that their arms were not getting bruised or scratched. 
Liking the style and function, he took some shirts back with 
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him and applied his little label, “Patagonia,” and a marketing 
phenomenon was born. When you look at the label, you feel 
the far-off mountain air, when you put on the jacket, you put 
on a whole idea. 

The environmental movement has its own “Patagonia” 
story. It happened back in 1987. The un’s World Commission 
on Environment and Development was about to deliver a blunt 
message about the perilous state of the global environment and 
wanted to call the citizens of the world to unite in the effort 
of averting environmental disaster. As they prepared the docu-
ment, Our Common Future—which became known simply as 
the Brundtland Report, after the commission’s chair, former 
Norwegian prime minister Gro Harlem Brundtland—they 
searched for a term that would sum up in one memorable word 
or phrase the change everyone needed to rally around. The term 
they came up with, and which is now used around the world, is 
sustainable development.

what is sustainable development?

Although the concept has been a subject of academic study for 
decades, the Brundtland Report emphasized the links between 
problems of growth, economics, technology, and the environ-
ment, and defi ned sustainability as “development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.”

Ever since the Brundtland Report was published, the concept 
of sustainable development has been widely discussed and de-
bated. The report itself, and the debates it inspired, gave shape 
and impetus to the Green Plan idea in the countries that are 
now adopting it. As a rallying cry, sustainable development has 
defi ned the hope that if we pursued the right avenues we could 
make a positive change. As a negotiating tool, it has served to 
enable people of opposing sides to approach discussing the com-
mon problem without alienating each other. All Green Plans 
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have the ultimate goal of achieving sustainable development, 
but though the term itself has served an important philosophi-
cal and social purpose, as a defi nition, it is imprecise. 

limits to the discussion of limits

Although it would be realistic to discuss the topic of growth 
from a limits perspective, the infl uential voices from the world 
of economics would rise up and object to the threat of limits. 
This brings up an interesting point: One of the admirable quali-
ties of the human condition is that when things seem to get re-
ally bogged down, diplomats seem to be able to get together and 
end a war. In this case, in the midst of violent opposition on the 
part of the various interests, the word sustainability surfaced 
and became a means of shifting gears into a more rational dis-
cussion. The term played a pacifying role. Whereas economists 
went crazy over the idea of “limits,” as insisted upon in the 
“limits to growth” books, sustainability was a safe-sounding 
word—more permissive than limits—and it was immediately 
embraced. Who could object to sustainability? The question re-
mains: What does it mean, in terms of a practical defi nition?

The term has had the simultaneous advantage and disad-
vantage of being vague enough to allow a multitude of defi -
nitions—which meant more people could embrace it without 
feeling threatened—but also imprecise enough to leave the door 
open for genuine misunderstanding over what the concept re-
ally involves. As a result, the term sustainable development has 
almost become a buzzword, often put forth as the solution to 
humanity’s problems but rarely accompanied by any explana-
tion or defi nition of how it is to be accomplished. This vague-
ness, where it allows for initial wide acceptance of the perceived 
idea, can create unfortunate consequences at the implementa-
tion stage.

For example, one of the world’s original leaders on Green 
Plans, whom I interviewed seven years ago, recently told me 
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why he believes the Canadian Green Plan came to an early end. 
The plan had started out with inspiring energy, and they were 
in the crucial process of working out the long confl ict between 
economic and environmental interests. Then some social activ-
ists decided that Green Plans needed to stretch out and include 
a social dimension, such as education, health care, or prison 
reform. I’ve seen this happen often with successful programs 
in government—everybody tries to throw their idea on the 
wagon until the wagon can’t move. So, sad but true, that’s what 
happened to the Green Plan in Canada. Instead of a smooth 
ongoing exchange between the two parties—government and 
industry—monitored by the environmental watchdogs, a third 
interest, dedicated to solving social concerns, was introduced 
into the negotiations with the result that the balance was upset 
and some of the infl uential voices from both the economic and 
environmental sides abandoned the table, as well as the idea. 
Then the whole thing fell apart.

While this may seem to be a cautionary tale, I will add that 
it is obvious to me that there is an additional dimension to the 
environmental problem, and that is health. Health problems are 
the inescapable consequence of environmental degradation. I 
don’t see this as an additional issue, but an integral part of the 
environmental problem. Had negotiations included this aspect 
from the beginning, they could well have worked. The problem 
with Canada was that they loaded on a pile of new concerns, 
and they did it midstream, upsetting the delicate balance neces-
sary for any negotiation. Clearer terminology at the start could 
have helped prevent that.

a rose by any other name

Despite the debate over terminology and application, sustain-
able development is now the fairly universal term we use when 
discussing our concerns about environmental decline and our 
hopes and plans for change. The universality of the term is less 
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a tribute to its evocative ring than it is an acknowledgment of 
the obviousness of the need and the programs to which it re-
fers. You could have named it “green tomatoes” and the world 
would have embraced it. To date, none of the attempts to re-
fi ne the concept we call sustainable development has improved 
on Brundtland’s original defi nition: the ability to meet current 
needs without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet theirs. And while we might imagine more poetic phrases, 
sustainable development is still the workhorse phrase that has 
laid down a philosophical basis for delivering hope to the fu-
ture.

a brief history of sustainable development

Since the famous Brundtland Report, the idea of sustainable 
development has changed the way we think about and interact 
with the environment. Therefore, it is important to understand 
where this idea came from and where it is leading us, as well as 
to look at how existing Green Plans are adapting it to fi ll the 
gap between theory and practice.

Although a century earlier Thoreau, Marsh, Muir, and Leo-
pold were concerned about what we would now call ecological 
sustainability, current thinking about the subject has its roots in 
the 1960s and 1970s, when the exponential growth of human 
population and the pressures it was putting on the natural en-
vironment began to set off alarms. In 1969, when Apollo 8 sent 
back the fi rst full picture of the earth from space, we suddenly 
could see for ourselves this small globe in the vastness of the 
universe. We could see that the world we personally experience 
as limitless has fi nite resources and a fi nite ability to absorb the 
effects of our human activities. Some scientists began to be con-
cerned that we might fast be approaching the limits of what the 
earth could support. Reports began to appear detailing the re-
sults of scientifi c studies on the ultimate effects of growth on the 
planet. Some proposed that we humans, in addition to adopting 
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population control measures, needed to change our economic 
activities if we were to avoid environmental and economic di-
saster. Some worried that our poor understanding of the effects 
of our activities, and the inevitable time lag in responding to 
environmental crises, would cause us to do permanent damage 
to the earth’s carrying capacity, or its ability to sustain us into 
the future.

All of these early studies, from the scientifi c to the popular, 
urged some form of rapid self-imposed limits to growth, both 
in population and in economic activity. In 1972, The Limits 
to Growth, the mit study commissioned by the Club of Rome, 
recommended a number of measures designed to achieve an 
“equilibrium state” between resources, population, produc-
tion, and consumption. In 1973, Fritz Schumacher, in his book 
Small Is Beautiful, motivated a great number of experiments 
in human habitation and resource use and revolutionized 
the way we thought about those resources that we take for 
granted. Paul and Anne Ehrlich, in their 1977 book Popu-
lation, Resources, Environments: Issues in Human Ecology,
recommended “de-development” for developed countries and 
a new type of semidevelopment for underdeveloped countries. 
In 1980, former West German chancellor Willy Brandt, in his 
book North-South: A Programme for Survival, delivered a 
stark warning about the consequences of the increasing in-
equity between developed and underdeveloped nations and 
recommended that the north, or industrial nations, actually 
tax themselves to create a fund for the developing nations. He 
also called for a worldwide change from oil to renewable en-
ergy sources, and recommended that ecological sustainability 
become central to global economic policy. All of these writ-
ers agreed that a more equitable distribution of wealth and 
resources between developed and underdeveloped countries 
would have to occur if environmental health, as we under-
stand it, were to be preserved.

Efforts to unite the world leaders in a concerted effort 
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to work toward sustainable development continued. First 
there was the 1972 Conference on the Human Environment 
in Stockholm, from which came the un Environmental Pro-
gramme and later the work of the Brundtland Commission. 
Then, at the Earth Summit in Rio, in 1992, 170 nations com-
mitted themselves to sustainable development as a principle 
for future national and international actions, setting the en-
vironmental agenda for the next century. Former president 
George H. W. Bush, representing the United States, declined 
to join the other nations, stating that the American way of life 
was not up for compromise.

In 2002, nations again gathered, this time in Johannesburg, 
for the World Summit on Sustainable Development. The fi rst 
goal was to encourage nations to fulfi ll their commitments 
made in Rio, ten years earlier. Some of the other goals included 
having industrial nations take the lead in promoting sustainable 
practices, promote implementation of the “polluter pays” prin-
cipal, focus on youth, incorporate product life-cycle analysis 
into policy, develop cleaner fuel, and others.

how sustainable is sustainable development?

In 1987 the Brundtland Report acknowledged that the world 
could not support the continued growth of current economic 
practices, but rejected the idea that growth itself is necessar-
ily unsustainable. The report argued that a certain amount 
of growth is essential, particularly in the developing nations, 
and that the integration of environmental and economic con-
siderations in human decision-making processes could lead to 
greater effi ciencies in resource use and to intelligent, equitable 
economic growth. While few challenge the Brundtland Report’s 
assessment that development must occur and standards of liv-
ing must be raised in underdeveloped nations, there remains 
signifi cant opposition to the idea that quantitative economic 
growth can be sustainable.
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herman daly

Herman Daly, an environmental economist (often described as 
a maverick or “eco-visionary”) working as a senior economist 
for the World Bank in the mid-1980s, holds that sustainable 
growth within a fi nite ecosystem is an oxymoron. Even sustain-
able development, at the level recommended in the Brundtland 
Report, is pushing the limits of the earth’s capacity because, 
he argues, “the natural world we live in has physical limits, so 
must the physical dimensions of our production and consump-
tion of goods. Consequently growth should refer to quantita-
tive expansion in the scale of the physical dimensions of the 
economic system, while ‘development’ should refer to the quali-
tative change of a physically non-growing economic system in 
dynamic equilibrium with the environment.”1

To those who complain that limiting growth is damaging to 
economic health, he holds the revolutionary view that economy 
should be considered within ecological concerns, not the other 
way around, as the fossil fuel–based industries typically prac-
tice. He left the World Bank with a few choice parting shots, ad-
vising that they get glasses and hearing aids and basically wake 
up to what’s happening. In an invited address to the World 
Bank in 2002, Daly warned: “Growth in gdp has begun to in-
crease environmental and social costs faster than it increases 
production benefi ts. Such uneconomic growth makes us poorer, 
not richer.”2 He now teaches at the University of Maryland’s 
Institute for Philosophy and Public Policy (as the Economics 
Department, he wryly notes, wouldn’t have him).

Daly argues throughout his writings that continued economic 
growth does not necessarily contribute to people’s well being, 
economic or otherwise, while it inevitably diminishes the earth’s 
“natural capital,” or ability to provide humans with goods and 
services. His view is that that current economic theory is based 
on a false picture of what humans are and how they act; that it 
is an abstraction that relies too heavily on market transactions 
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and income as measures of well-being. Daly’s theories have not 
been welcomed by traditional economists, but his work and 
that of others has had some impact on the international policy 
debate. Whether economic growth can or should be sustainable 
is a question likely to be argued far into the future.

some realities of resource consumption
and sustainability

The idea of moving toward equity in resource consumption is 
central to Brundtland’s and others’ defi nitions of sustainable 
development, most of which attempt to resolve the historic 
problem of industrialized nations appropriating the resources 
of southern hemisphere nations. The current reality is, despite 
all warnings from those I’ve just mentioned, among others, the 
industrialized nations continue to consume far more than their 
share of resources. According to Worldwatch Institute’s Vital 
Signs 2003, humanity is using resources 20 percent faster than 
the earth can renew them, and is consequently depleting the 
resources on which our survival depends.3

it’s a war and peace issue

While fl ying to Oslo, Norway, as a guest of the 2004 winner of 
the Nobel Peace Prize, environmentalist Dr. Wangari Maathai, 
I took advantage of the time away from ringing phones and 
mused upon the revolutionary event I was about to witness: the 
Nobel Peace Prize awarded, for the fi rst time ever, for environ-
mental work. This acknowledgement of the inextricable con-
nection between peace and environment expands forever the 
parameters of what we think of as “environmentalism.” It’s not 
about hugging trees, or even, as Dr. Maathai is being honored 
for, planting trees. It is about the survival of societies, about 
war and peace. As Dr. Maathai commented in her acceptance 
speech: “There can be no peace without equitable development; 



sustainability | 37

and there can be no development without sustainable manage-
ment of the environment in a democratic and peaceful space. 
This shift is an idea whose time has come.”

History agrees. It shows us that wars can generally be 
tracked to a shortage of resources. One nation runs out of iron 
ore or coal—which is the story of Germany and France and two 
world wars—another runs out of water, which is the subtext 
of the current civil war in Sudan. If we wonder why we should 
be concerned, as these events are far removed in time and ge-
ography, we would do well to remember that history repeats 
itself. While some achieve benefi t from war, when we get into 
a state of world wars, it isn’t benefi cial to anyone. In the end, 
because of the devastation and cost and suffering, it could be 
argued that we should never go in the direction of war again. As 
the wild consumption continues on one hand, and tragic pov-
erty continues on the other, the imbalance goes deeper, and the 
poorest of the poor have no reasons to care about environment 
or anything else. So you end up with suicide bombers.

The Roman Empire, for example, grew their grain in North 
Africa. When they exhausted the productivity of these fi elds by 
too much irrigation and the resulting salinity killed the wheat, 
people suddenly didn’t have any bread, and they rioted. The na-
tion came apart at the seams. So we have that condition repeated 
in history. There are other examples, but the main thing is that it 
is a human legacy. As we observed from the space shot, we can 
see that the earth is really a rather small place and it’s stressed 
increasingly by our mismanagement of it. Wars will occur as a re-
sult of environmental collapse or ecological ruin. That’s why the 
eu is working so well, for both economic and ecological health.

to leave a lighter footprint on the earth

As time passes, new dimensions to the idea of sustainability 
have evolved. For example, a California group called Redefi ning 
Progress uses the term ecological footprint to show in concrete 
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terms, both to individuals and whole communities, what their 
impact is on the environment.4 You may think you’re conduct-
ing an ecologically conscious life, for example, but if you take 
their little quiz, you may fi nd that your “ecological footprint” is 
way too big for what your portion of the earth can sustain. So 
you fi nd that you are part of the problem. What is to be done?

The equity issue is further complicated by the fact that the 
earth’s diminishing pool of resources simply cannot support 
such high resource consumption in the underdeveloped nations 
or by future generations. Unless the industrialized nations cut 
back their use of resources, others cannot hope for much im-
provement in their standards of living. It is clear that if we con-
tinue to follow current practices, we will create an environmen-
tal legacy that will reduce the standard of living for everyone in 
the future, and cause increasing human suffering and confl ict 
as well.

The concept of sustainable development defi nes the problem, 
but what are the solutions? How does one nation adopt a policy 
or policies that adequately address issues of a global nature? A 
nation’s answers will differ greatly depending on whether it is 
developed or developing and how it perceives its need.

Currently, in many nations, especially in the United States, 
the desire to maintain an economic boom outweighs the need 
to account for the real cost of our industrial lifestyle. A realistic 
appraisal of our ecological footprint can encourage environ-
mentally sound practices, from choosing fuel effi cient automo-
biles to using green architectural standards to designing for en-
ergy conservation in buildings. In essence, the experience of the 
Netherlands, New Zealand, and Singapore can show the world’s 
free societies how to balance resources with desires—with sus-
tainability as the goal. Our unwillingness to consider such plan-
ning is beginning to cost the United States, as we can see in the 
loss of value of the dollar against the euro. In fact, sustainability 
conscious Europe is economically thriving. The eu is the most 
dramatic advance in the importance of planning since the last 
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edition of this book, as I will discuss further on. As a mat-
ter of note: as of June, 2006, the eu has published on their 
Web site a detailed and comprehensive policy statement on 
sustainable development. It describes sustainable develop-
ment as offering “a vision of progress that integrates im-
mediate and long-term needs, local and global needs, and 
regards social, economic, and environmental needs as in-
separable and interdependent components of human prog-
ress.” It cautions that sustainable development cannot be 
achieved by policy statements alone, but must be embraced 
by society as a whole. The complete statement is avail-
able on the eu Web site at http://ec.europa.eu/environment/
eussd along with an October 2007 Progress Report.

the economic success of green planning

As the discussion of sustainable development among industrial-
ized nations has focused on the unsustainable practices of de-
veloping countries, many of which are driven by poverty and 
the desperate need for economic growth, many in the developed 
countries tend to forget that developed countries not only con-
sume the most resources but are also the source of most envi-
ronmental problems.

In writing this book I’ve emphasized several small coun-
tries, which successfully use a Green Plan, and the twenty-
seven-nation European Union, which is also experiencing 
successful, comprehensive environmental change. However, 
such forward-thinking success is threatened to be offset by the 
old line, simple economic, large-scale industrial development 
that is happening in China and India. While both are enjoy-
ing short-term economic growth benefi ts and a huge improve-
ment in life quality for much of the country, the old specter 
of environmental degradation, especially of air and water, 
emerges—but this time in such large scale as to be threatening 
to global stability.
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For instance, with the recent burst of automobile ownership, 
air quality is becoming an issue in Beijing. On bad air days one 
can’t see far or breathe comfortably. An error in land use and 
water management has resulted in one-third of the agricultural 
lands having been given over to supply new factories. I chaired 
a panel in Beijing a year ago, which included China’s minister 
for environment and population. He admitted that up to one-
third of China’s agricultural lands have recently been taken out 
of production in order to use the water to build and run more 
factories. Why? They provide more jobs. It was not that he was 
happy about it; he was, as usually happens, just outweighed by 
economic advocates.

As a partner in world trade, the United States shares respon-
sibility for the dilemma of the imminent problem in Asia. No 
one seems concerned about the long-term effects of environ-
mental decline. These comments about China are my own ob-
servations, but I’m optimistic too. Because of its ability to ac-
cept governance, I believe it is one of the few nations that can 
successfully regroup, manage its environmental problems, and 
still grow. Already, its standards for automobile fuel effi ciency 
put ours to shame.

Developed countries need to get their own houses in order, 
adopting rational, comprehensive policies that will make their 
resource use more effi cient and clean up their messes, before 
they can expect to be very effective at telling others how they 
should manage their affairs. Developing countries are not going 
to respect demands that they take better care of their resources 
unless developed nations fi rst show that they are serious about 
doing their part. Until they do so, the underdeveloped countries 
have every reason to be apprehensive about either the intent of 
the developed nations or their intelligence.

This does not mean that developed countries should ignore 
global questions. Pursuing courses toward the sustainable use 
of their own resources does not mean that they will stop pursu-
ing international agreements or providing fi nancial and tech-
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nical aid to the developing countries. Developed nations must 
also be prepared to share information and technology relevant 
to sustainability.

Developing countries will benefi t in any case from this ap-
proach. New effi ciencies practiced by developed nations will 
free up resources for use in the developing world. In addition, 
the pioneering work of industrialized countries will develop a 
body of experience that should prove useful to the underde-
veloped nations as they begin to create their own plans. It will 
allow them to study and evaluate what has already been done, 
and to think about which approaches might be best for their 
own planning.

Brundtland’s concept of sustainable development is a philo-
sophical statement, not an action plan—though it has been mis-
interpreted as such. In fact, the Dutch initially attempted to use 
the Brundtland defi nition to pursue sustainable development. It 
didn’t work, and they prepared their own approach, the Green 
Plan.

Governments that have developed Green Plans understand 
the distinction well; while they have adopted the principle of 
sustainable development as their ultimate goal, they have also 
forged ahead with more refi ned defi nitions and action plans re-
garding the sustainability of their own resource base. By apply-
ing the concept of sustainable development in the real world, 
they are defi ning it as they go.

green plans in action

The rest of this chapter will look at how two of the three main 
Green Plan countries are dealing with the sustainability ques-
tion on a practical level. Each has taken a somewhat different 
approach, tailored to fi t their differing environmental problems 
and social characteristics. New Zealand’s approach is primarily 
structural, rethinking its environmental laws and governmental 
structure so that both are now directed toward the principle of 
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sustainability. The Netherlands, with its higher level of envi-
ronmental problems, has chosen a technical interpretation of 
sustainability, aiming to recover a high level of environmental 
quality within twenty-fi ve years.

new zealand’s sustainable management

When New Zealand was going through the process of creating 
a new resource management policy, the debate in parliament 
over the real meaning of sustainable development was thought-
ful and drawn-out. By about midnight, when they were still un-
able to reach any agreement, an elder senator in opposition was 
asked what he would require to support the legislation. He said 
they should stop trying to make it a cure-all for all the social 
problems of New Zealand and accept that what they wanted 
was improved resource management that would be sustainable 
over time.

They adopted the term sustainable management to describe 
what they wanted their new legislation to accomplish. Their 
defi nition of the term can be summarized as “managing the use, 
development, and protection of natural and physical resources 
in a way, or at a rate, which enables people to meet their needs 
now without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs.”

Sustainable management, as the New Zealanders see it, is 
their route to achieving sustainable development as defi ned by 
Brundtland, but is a more accurate description of how they will 
apply it to their own unique environment and economy. They 
are well aware of the international responsibilities of sustain-
able development and know that international goals cannot be 
achieved without fi rst meeting national ones. They are cleaning 
their own house fi rst.

Decision making within New Zealand’s concept of sustain-
able management involves a range of environmental protec-
tions. At one end of the scale are environmental “bottom lines,” 
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which are points beyond which a resource or ecosystem will 
risk suffering irreversible effects. These bottom lines represent 
the minimum of environmental protection in New Zealand; 
ideally, no decisions will be made that would allow a system 
to go below this line. There have been some new directions 
and adjustments to the program, which is to be expected. Over 
time, any of these programs could require adjustments, take 
new directions, or retreat from former ones, as I will describe 
in chapter 6.

At the other end of the scale are points beyond which no 
modifi cation occurs whatsoever, cases in which ecosystems or 
areas will effectively be set aside and no direct human infl uence 
allowed. In between these two points are areas in which deci-
sion makers will have to weigh environmental, economic, and 
social concerns. Within these parameters they hope to establish 
standards that will defi ne sustainability across the environmen-
tal spectrum.

Sustainable management is neither anti- nor pro-develop-
ment; it is only concerned with the effects and potential effects 
of development on the environment’s sustainability. New Zea-
landers believe that a distinction must not be made between de-
velopment and the environment; in other words, development 
must fi t into the framework of sustainable management of re-
sources. Although they think it is possible to have development 
and growth, they realize that there must be conditions placed 
upon it to ensure sustainability.

the netherlands’ technical approach

The Dutch spend very little time talking about sustainable de-
velopment, but it is nonetheless the guiding principle of their 
environmental policies. Although they had been moving in the 
direction of a more comprehensive environmental policy before 
the Brundtland Report, their Green Plan, the National Envi-
ronmental Policy Plan (nepp), was to a large extent a response 
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to Brundtland. Their program has been described in different 
ways, but one is as a social contract, an informal cooperative 
agreement between industry, government, and the private sec-
tor over the objectives of their Green Plan.

The Dutch have chosen to focus on Brundtland’s appeal that 
nations stop shifting responsibility for environmental problems 
onto future generations and other countries. That is why they 
have set themselves the goal of recovering the Netherlands’ en-
vironmental quality in one generation. In working toward that 
goal they are trying to manage their ecological footprint ethi-
cally. For instance they now prohibit shipping their wastes to 
other nations. They also use the idea of equity for future gen-
erations to inspire their people to make environmentally sound 
decisions.

Overall, the Dutch defi ne sustainability for their own coun-
try in terms of reducing emissions and reversing unacceptable 
practices in each of their environmental problem areas (which 
they call “themes”) to such an extent that the environment can 
continue to function at an acceptable level in the future. With 
the help of independent scientists, they have already determined 
the reductions required in each problem area and for each “tar-
get group” that contributes to those problems. They are in the 
process of developing sustainability indicators—instruments to 
help them track their progress for all the themes, and publish an 
annual report of the sustainability performance of major Dutch 
companies—available so far, only in Dutch.

Sustainability, the Dutch believe, must be pursued by “feed-
back mechanisms” aimed at the sources of environmental de-
terioration. These feedback mechanisms focus on the proper 
management of material and energy fl ows. They are: integrated 
cycle management (closing material cycles in the chain from raw 
material to production process to product to waste, to eliminate 
leaks); quality promotion (improving the quality, rather than 
increasing the quantity, of raw materials, production processes, 
and products); and reduction of energy use. Attention must be 
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focused on all three of these elements simultaneously, the Dutch 
believe, if sustainability is to be achieved. It is interesting to 
note that, in the four-year report on their plan, they anticipate 
that even more fundamental changes may be necessary if they 
are going to achieve genuine sustainability.

Now, once again demonstrating the excellence of the Dutch 
planning, preparation, and commitment to public information, 
they have pulled together a summary of all their activities that re-
late to their goal of sustainability. The report is titled, “Sustainable 
Development Action Programme Progress Report, 2004.” This 
report is available to be downloaded from: http//www.vrom.nl.

agenda 21

The experiences of the New Zealanders, Singaporeans, and the 
Dutch show that the idea of sustainable development can be 
adapted and refi ned in various ways to make it a useful theo-
retical tool, from the national level on down to the local. The 
theme of sustainability will be repeated in one form or another, 
as both developed and developing nations create Green Plans.

In the international community, where sustainable develop-
ment has been discussed and debated ever since the Brundtland 
Report, the idea is gaining ground. At the 1992 Earth Summit 
in Rio, 170 nations agreed to Agenda 21, which promotes co-
operation on environmental recovery through the principles of 
sustainable development. Like the Green Plan idea, Agenda 21
grew out of the Brundtland Report and its concept of sustain-
able development. Thus, it is no surprise that the two share 
some of the same principles and management strategies, the 
most important of which are the integration of economics and 
environment into decision making on all levels, and a compre-
hensive approach to resource management.

Agenda 21 is not itself a Green Plan, but rather an agreement 
on sustainability as a common goal for the nations of the world 
and a framework for international cooperation toward it. In 
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that context, it urges all countries to adopt national strategies 
for sustainable development—in essence, Green Plans. In ad-
dition, the un Development Programme has announced a new 
department within the un that will aid developing countries in 
implementing Green Plans of their own.

Agenda 21 is already having a major impact in the world. 
For example, the annual report of New Zealand’s Ministry for 
Environment to its House of Representatives declares that one 
of the ministry’s objectives is to work with other departments, 
local governments, industry, and community groups to ensure 
that the programs of Agenda 21 are incorporated into making 
policy and decisions. New Zealand is one of the fi rst nations to 
move ahead with fulfi lling its obligations under the agreement. 
Increasingly one is seeing versions of Agenda 21 on the local 
level as well. The Rio agreement particularly emphasized the 
desirability of having communities develop their own compre-
hensive strategies for managing their affairs sustainably.

sustainability and the future of the world

What does sustainable development really mean for the future 
of the world? It all comes down to this: The earth has a certain 
capacity, and to be able to manage it in an environmentally as 
well as economically friendly way we will, in the end, have to 
make some choices about how much we are going to produce 
and how much we are going to consume, and about the ways in 
which we produce and consume. That also means dealing with 
a related issue—one that is hard to discuss even in the United 
States—population growth.

When exponential population growth and the poverty it is 
linked to were confi ned to the underdeveloped world, the devel-
oped nations believed they could ignore the issue. But another 
outgrowth of overpopulation and poverty, namely mass migra-
tion, has made this increasingly diffi cult. Mass migrations of 
people from nations in the underdeveloped world, and from 
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rural areas to the cities in some large nations, are becoming 
more and more common, and as the world grows smaller, travel 
will become easier even for those who have no money. There 
will be growing pressure on the Western world from the south 
and from eastern countries in Europe. Worldwatch Institute es-
timates that within the next fi fty years some 150 million people 
may have fl ed areas vulnerable to rising sea levels or failing 
agricultural productivity into cities or across borders.

Mass migration not only overburdens the areas people are 
moving to, but often further impoverishes the areas they came 
from as well. The solution most often overlooked is to make 
social and economic life better for the citizens of countries at 
the source of the migration. In order to do this, the developed 
nations will have to keep a tight rein on the size of their own 
populations and become much more effi cient in their use of re-
sources, because each citizen of a developed nation consumes a 
much higher proportion of resources. Developed countries will 
also have to help the developing countries improve their use 
of resources while at the same time lessening the pressure on 
the environment. All this will require greater resource effi ciency 
and different ways of producing and consuming.

For example, China has a population of 1.3 billion people, 
or 21 percent of the earth’s population, but has only 10 percent 
of the world’s arable land and 25 percent of the world’s wa-
ter resources per person. In the last twenty-fi ve years, the pace 
of economic growth in China has averaged over 9.5 percent. 
According to fi gures provided by the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (oecd), the size of the 
economy now exceeds a number of major European economies. 
This progress began in the agricultural sector twenty years ago 
and has been driven by changes in the government’s economic 
policy. The result has been a rise in income, even in rural areas, 
and a rise in environmental pollution. According to the World-
watch Institute, sixteen of the twenty most polluted cities in the 
world are in China.5
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Still, in the long term, it is in the developed nations’ best 
interest to help developing countries adopt their own plans for 
sustainability, because only through this process can a solution 
be found to the problems of poverty, overpopulation, migra-
tion, and environmental decline. In this era of interdependency 
and shrinking distances, the developed and developing worlds 
are inextricably linked.

The process that began in Rio need not be frightening or 
antagonistic. It is an opportunity for people around the world 
to come together and work toward a livable future, both within 
their own nations and on the international level. Green Plans, 
with their promise of ideas, experiences, and knowledge to be 
shared among nations, provides just such an opportunity.



One of the great policy successes of the late twentieth 
century was the recognition of the prevention of chronic 
and latent disease as a legitimate and important job for 
government. Another was the acceptance of the need for 
public initiatives to protect the environment for future 
generations. Both of these accomplishments depended 
on the premise that the future . . . is important. —Frank
Ackerman and Lisa Heinzerling

One of the major factors drawing together communities, societies, 
and nations is, and has been throughout history, a common need 
for security. Thus, we could think of security as the basis of politics 
and a defi ner of history. Traditionally, security has been thought of 
mostly in military terms. Lately, we’ve begun to recognize that se-
curity is also closely entwined with environment. Recent examples 
include the devastating tidal wave that killed thousands in Asia or 
the effects of Hurricane Katrina on New Orleans.

chapter 
three Health Plus Environment 

Equals Security
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A glance through history, with its rise and fall of civiliza-
tions, offers ample proof that the two are intimately related. 
Civilizations as advanced as the Maya, for example, in Central 
America, are thought to have died out because of a combina-
tion of environmental stress, which culminated in crop failure 
and disease, along with exhaustion from warfare and social 
decadence. In dry areas, irrigation, the means by which deserts 
can be made to bloom, can, over time, poison the soil and 
kill the crops needed for survival. Advanced civilizations, such 
as the Ancient Puebloans in the American Southwest, disap-
peared during the course of a period of prolonged drought. 
Another, more lush example is Easter Island, where in just a 
few centuries the islanders wiped out or devoured their for-
est, plants, and animals, denuding the sixty-four-square-acre 
island and reducing their complex society to poverty and can-
nibalism.1

Now, in our own time, when acid rain from the smokestacks 
of English factories can render lifeless entire systems of Scandi-
navian lakes, we can clearly see a direct link between environ-
mental pollution and a threat to a major food source. When 
citizens can’t eat fi sh, breathe air, or drink water without hurt-
ing their health, we can see that the environmental problem is 
becoming a problem of security in a very personal sense.

security threats:  personal and national

Certain diseases have surfaced recently and become recognized 
as national security threats, which can affect tourism and travel, 
as in the case of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (sars), and 
whole economies and trade, as in the case of Mad Cow Dis-
ease (bovine spongiform encephalopathy). Thanks perhaps to 
an increasingly warming earth, diseases such as the mosquito 
borne West Nile Fever, are spreading from Africa all the way to 
the coast of California bringing with it, on currents of warmer 
than normal air, exotic disease and death. In some areas, now 
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as in history, the carrying capacity of the land has collapsed. 
Populations have outgrown their land’s ability to support them. 
Sudan is an example. Having consumed their forests, the vari-
ous tribes struggled to meet their needs in the face of drought. 
In the ensuing civil war, tens of thousands have perished or been 
relocated.

So, to look beyond the immediate political problems, we can 
see that environmental mismanagement combined with eco-
nomic and religious confl icts can lead to a collapse of security 
with catastrophic results. As amply recorded in the past, when 
environmental degradation threatens the health and happiness 
of populations, security breaks down. Health and environment, 
therefore, are crucial factors in personal and national security.

the example of mercury

Without presenting all of the myriad examples of the impact 
of environmental degradation on human health, I will look at 
just one example in detail, mercury, as it affected the people 
of Minimata, Japan, in the fi fties. This story in its familiarity, 
prevalence, and gravity stands as one example of a polluting 
industry that is capable of devastating the health of a popula-
tion, but then begins to accept responsibility. First, some gen-
eral facts about mercury.

Mercury contamination is becoming a worldwide, frighten-
ing reality that affects industrialized areas and pristine wilder-
ness alike. For example, in the vast expanses of the Arctic Cir-
cle, indigenous people are being poisoned by the high mercury 
levels found in the fi sh they catch and the animals they hunt for 
food. Because mercury is a byproduct of one of the most preva-
lent, and increasing, industrial processes—the burning of coal 
by power plants—and because mercury contamination poses 
such a direct and proven threat to human beings, it could argu-
ably be called the worst of the common pollutants we have to 
deal with today.
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What Exactly Is Mercury and How Does It Affect Us?

Mercury is found in nature in metallic, organic, or inorganic 
form. It is usually found in rocks and minerals such as cinnabar 
ore (HgS) and fossil fuels. On its own, undisturbed, it is not 
harmful. But when rocks are smashed, or coal is burned, mer-
cury is released into the air, where it can waft over hundreds 
of miles, depositing itself on trees and land or streams, lakes, 
and oceans. That is when it becomes dangerous. In combina-
tion with biological elements, such as carbon, mercury becomes 
methylmercury, a deadly neurotoxin.

How Does Mercury Affect Our Health?

Methylmercury is a neurotoxin that, depending on the extent of 
exposure, can create systemic, irreversible damage to humans, 
and is particularly devastating to children and the unborn. In 
these vulnerable populations, damage can range from delayed 
development to mental retardation, neurological impairment, 
and even death.

Think of it as poison. In fact, mercury has actually been 
used as a poison of choice through much of history. Tasteless, 
colorless, and odorless it has been favored by assassins for its 
effi ciency and ease of use. Less than a tenth of an ounce, and 
a human dies. The murder needn’t be sudden. The poison ac-
cumulates in the body over time. So small amounts of mercury, 
added to the King’s drink each evening, and, slowly, without 
causing suspicion, he falls ill and eventually lapses into a pa-
ralysis, stupor, and fi nally, death. Some have it that Napoleon 
was dispatched in this way.

In less dramatic form, similar poisoning is occurring all over 
the world every day. Here in America, 630,000 of the 4 million 
babies born each year are exposed to dangerous mercury levels 
in the womb.2 What is the source of the mercury? Their own 
mothers, who have unknowingly eaten fi sh containing high 
mercury levels, thinking it was a healthy choice.
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How Do Fish Get Contaminated by Mercury?

Mercury, as I’ve said, rises from smokestacks of coal-powered 
energy plants, and moves on the wind all over the globe, settling 
on land and water. Fish feeding on contaminated algae and also 
smaller fi sh take in the mercury, which then accumulates in their 
bodies. The health hazard for humans is that when they consume 
the larger fi sh, with their high concentrations of mercury, that 
mercury then begins to accumulate in their own bodies.

Mercury contamination is a global problem. Other than 
pollution from automobile exhaust, which, with the industri-
alization of China and India, continues to increase, most of the 
modern air pollution, including mercury contamination, comes 
from energy plants burning coal. The Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (epa) notes that coal burned by electrical power 
plants in the United States accounts for one-third of all mercury 
pollution in the country. “Approximately 75 tons of mercury 
are found in the coal delivered to power plants each year and 
about two-thirds of this mercury is emitted to the air, resulting 
in about 50 tons being emitted annually.”3 Now, China too is 
burning increasing amounts of coal to feed its growing demand 
for energy. Again, emissions from these plants do not remain a 
local problem, but move on the wind around the world.

Pediatricians at Mount Sinai School of Medicine, in a 2005
study titled Public Health and Economic Consequences of 
Methylmercury Toxicity to the Developing Brain, calculated 
that damage to children’s health from mercury poisoning costs 
the United States $8.7 billion each year.4 This is a problem we 
cannot afford to ignore.

The cause, the prevalence, and the danger of mercury pol-
lution illustrate the need for a broad management approach. 
As of 2005, the problem has long been known, yet the U.S. 
government places no limits on mercury emissions from power 
plants. Why? Attempts to put controls into affect have always 
been turned back by special interest lobbyists.
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This is a good example of the negative effect on the health 
and economy of the nation that results from both the politi-
cal process and the narrow focus of American industry, which 
funds these lobbying efforts. Ironically, the ultimate downside, 
should nothing be done, may befall industry itself. By limiting 
government’s ability to put public health protections in place, 
these groups may themselves be found to be legally responsible 
and monetarily liable for public illness. The tobacco companies, 
we might recall, lost billions in law suits over the health conse-
quences of their product and marketing tactics.

A good example, from the 1960s, of the cost to industries 
that ignore the health risks of their operations, is the occurrence 
of what became known as Minamata’s Disease. This disease 
was named for the village in Japan in which the populace be-
came sickened, crippled, or died over time, as part of the fi rst 

Fig. 2. Minamata, Japan. Relatives mourn loved ones lost to Minamata’s 
Disease, caused by mercury poisoning. Photo copyright Michael S. Yamashita/

CORBIS
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documented large-scale incidence of mercury poisoning. At fi rst 
a mystery, the source of the mercury was eventually traced to 
Minamata Bay. Its fi sh and shellfi sh, the village’s primary food 
supply, were found to be highly contaminated with mercury. 
The source of the contamination was found to be a nearby 
plant, which produced acetaldehyde, a chemical used for a va-
riety of things including perfumes, dyes, and solvents, among 
others. It is highly poisonous. The company at fi rst claimed in-
nocence, but eventually, under the pressure of the courts, com-
plied; prison sentences were sought for retired executives, and 
the company is still paying medical care for some sufferers.5

I read of another example while waiting for an airplane in 
the Salt Lake City airport. There in the front page of the May 1,
2005, Sunday Salt Lake Herald Tribune was an in-depth article 
exposing the fact that mercury, a deadly poison, as I’ve said, is 
being carried into Utah on the wind, from the neighboring state 
of Nevada. The reporter, Patty Henetz, wrote that the mercury 
originates from a process being used by huge new gold mines. 
The article mentioned that the wind, which fl ows over neigh-
boring states, carries enough mercury to represent 11 percent 
of total mercury emissions being released as a pollutant in the 
nation.6

In what is a classic situation these days, the government of-
fi cials in charge seemed to know little about the issue. One was 
quoted as saying that they hadn’t gotten around to measuring 
the mercury content of local fi sh, for instance, and that they 
were still doing scientifi c reviews, even though the measuring 
process—and the resulting mercury pollution—is quite com-
mon elsewhere.

education is crucial

Learning about a health threat from the point of view of en-
vironmental mismanagement will help the voting public move 
closer to understanding the need for—and to demand—a proper 
management approach.
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Sustainability can’t be left to government, or any particu-
lar administration, alone. Recently, federally elected offi cials 
have been trying to limit the requirement that coal-burning 
utilities use more effective (and expensive) controls to limit 
the release of mercury into our environment. Why would any-
one try to evade health measures? In a system where campaign 
contributions are huge and must come from private sources, 
one will fi nd that contributions—past or future—are in part 
behind the elected offi cials’ attempts to look the other way 
when it comes to expensive health measures. This is a no-win 
process.

However, common sense and integrity can prevail, and in 
the case of the wind-borne mercury coming into Utah, the 
four largest companies are now voluntarily beginning to apply 
technology to stop the releases from the smokestacks. It is not 
enough, but it is a start.

what can the public do or hope for?

Mercury, just to take one example, is so serious an economic 
and public health threat that it amounts to a disaster in the 
making. There is a simple answer to managing the problem. 
If, as was fi nally the case in Japan over mercury poisoning, 
the executives, corporations, or government agencies respon-
sible for pollution were threatened with jail sentences or se-
rious fi nes, you can be sure it would stop immediately. No 
executive is willing to spend a night in jail over a corporate 
problem.

avoiding the lessons of the past

Somehow, despite the examples before us, we seem reluctant 
to apply the lessons learned from the past. Over the last sev-
eral centuries we have acted toward our natural resources as 
if there were no limits and that we could take as much as 
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we wanted and more would always be there. If scarcity were 
threatened, we seemed to expect that technological advances 
would be ready to solve the problems as they came up. I al-
ways remember a speech by President Eisenhower in which he 
said that soon we could stop worrying about having enough 
energy, because we would shortly have nuclear sources and 
unlimited energy supplies. Now while we have continued to 
expand our need for energy, we have learned that nuclear en-
ergy is not the solution. While the daily operating emissions 
from nuclear plants shouldn’t pollute the air, accidents—such 
as happened at Chernoble—that release radioactive fumes are 
hell itself. Nuclear power comes with signifi cant problems, 
and so the world is scrambling uneasily to fi nd more supplies 
of fossil fuels.

In 1987, the United Nations established a commission to 
study and defi ne the problem. As part of its study, the Brundt-
land Commission visited many of the world’s problem sites. 
Among its conclusions was the idea that we could and must 
manage not just part but all of our environmental problems if 
we are to avert large-scale environmental collapse. The com-
mission realized that, given the interconnected nature of the 
ecosystem and the global nature of our relationships, we can’t 
solve only some of the environmental problems; we must work 
to solve all of the environmental problems.

Lest this sound impossible, the commission invented a 
management approach to stretch the availability of natural 
resources. They named it sustainable management, which I’ve 
discussed at length in this book. Implicit in all of its recom-
mendations is the awareness that a healthy environment is both 
good for its own sake, necessary for the health of individuals, 
and essential for the security of nations. While this awareness 
and management approach is a huge step in the right direction, 
there are still vast chasms to be crossed before human beings 
achieve the dream of security.



58 | defining the problem and its solution

what is necessary to realize 
the dream of security?

One next step could be to review the current problems facing 
us and to realize that the health of the environment is a not an 
option, to be considered at leisure after all economic goals are 
met, but a practical, essential requirement for any society and 
the world at large.

When we recognize environmental health as a requirement, 
we can see that we are falling short. The symptoms are right in 
front of us. We’re experiencing shortages of materials. We’re 
suffering health problems. Developed nations are consuming 
resources at an unsustainable rate, while developing nations 
suffer famines and wars stemming from environmental col-
lapse. In our own country, we have suffered such a threat to 
our security that it has rearranged all of our priorities, favoring 
military and economic goals over all else. And the environment 
is suffering. We need a serious commitment to a comprehensive 
plan to assure the health of our environment and our children 
well into the future.

limits, shortages, and the requirements 
of maintaining security

Despite the evidence in front of us, here in the United States, 
we tend to resist the notion of limits even while we encounter 
shortages of what once seemed to be a limitless supply. New 
conditions call for rethinking and behavior adjustment by gov-
ernment and citizens. Take an example from our own colonial 
history.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, England, the 
world’s foremost sea power, had a vast appetite for tall straight 
trees, which they converted into the masts of ships. But being a 
small country, the English were starting to run short. The trees 
simply couldn’t grow as fast as they were needed for the con-



health plus environment equals security | 59

stant demand for new ships. And having new ships was neces-
sary for trade and defense, for that, for the English, at that time, 
meant security. Because other European powers at the time also 
required trees for shipbuilding, the shortage of usable trees for 
masts was dire.

So England had to go to other places to get their straight tall 
trees. One of these was the area around Boston, New Hamp-
shire, and New York. English soldiers combed the countryside 
looking for the highly desirable trees. And when they found 
one, they branded it with the king’s royal symbol. They didn’t 
pay for it; instead soldiers came along and cut down the tree 
and shipped it back to England. The king viewed taking the 
trees for free as his right. As one might expect, American land-
owners whose trees were removed were angry at the practice. 
It was one of the agitating factors that caused the American 
Revolution.

A similar story is currently being played out with oil. As de-
veloping nations begin to industrialize, they need oil and gas for 
their new cars. So they begin to share not only the high costs 
of fuel shortages, but the health and environmental problems 
brought on by air pollution. The current levels of air pollution 
in China and India, for example, are practically paralyzing.7

The dreams of economists, that consumption and growth can 
only be a good thing, are about to hit a wall. Like the secu-
rity threat caused by the lack of trees for the tall ships’ masts, 
today’s economy, based on ever-increasing consumption, is pre-
cariously balanced on its dependence on a fi nite supply of fossil 
fuel, the ill-health the burning of it currently promotes, and the 
knowledge that supplies are running short.

limitless consumption: 
a world out of balance

The ever-increasing rate of consumption of the world’s resources 
is resulting in both increasing amounts of waste and shortages 
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of resources. Together these conditions represent disaster for 
the environment and a threat to personal and national security. 
Even now, current wars, such as the civil war in the Sudan, 
as I have mentioned, can be traced to problems resulting from 
environmental collapse. Whereas in sixteenth-century England 
the threat was dealt with by building more ships for defense, 
in our modern world we’re obsessed with solving the world’s 
problems through oil exploration and economic trade.

As we can see by the evidence all around us—by the grow-
ing scarcity of resources previously considered limitless, by the 
increasing health problems among our citizens, by the threat 
of new and exotic diseases—environmental health is on the 
decline. And with that, so is our security, both national and 
personal. Basing our policies on the purely economic model has 
not worked. A signifi cant move toward overall health and se-
curity would be to begin to manage the environment and the 
economy realistically. To do that, we have to fi rst recognize the 
relationships.

connecting the dots

Environment is not just trees and water and picturesque land-
scapes that we may view as a sort of optional ideal. Environ-
ment is essential to the existence of humanity. We are part of 
it. It is part of us. It’s not possible to have a healthy individual, 
whether plant, animal, or human, in an unhealthy environment. 
Epidemics of asthma in southern California are directly associ-
ated with toxins from auto exhaust polluting the air. Malaria is 
moving north, a result of global warming. Here and in Europe, 
whole forests are dying because of emissions from distant fac-
tories and industrial centers borne on acid rain.

In terms of personal health and security, scientists currently 
worry about the growing threat of wide-scale epidemics of dis-
eases for which we have no cure. Bird fl u, for example, is a 
swiftly mutating disease for which a vaccine has only just been 
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discovered. The dire forecasts of a pandemic like the deadly 
infl uenza of 1918 that killed between twenty and forty million 
people—more than died in World War I—did not become real-
ity in this case. Industrial livestock production relies on con-
centrating tens of thousands of animals, which increases the 
likelihood of disease transfer and creates myriad environmental 
challenges. While economics dictate factory farm conditions 
like those that lead to bird fl u and other widespread animal 
viruses, zoonotic disease—that which spreads between people 
and animals—is already a reality and enduring threat.

health and security put the 
steam in the engine of planning

What does all this have to do with Green Plans? The examples 
in this chapter show that environmental health impacts per-
sonal health and that both impact personal and global security. 
All over the world, the need is urgent, therefore, for compre-
hensive planning in the interests of environmental health. The 
Green Plan countries, in which stakeholders work together to 
solve the entire environmental problem through comprehensive 
resource management, are successfully moving toward sustain-
ability, a necessary condition for health and security.





The need for a comprehensive, integrated form of resource 
management became clear to me during my experiences in gov-
ernment. There I saw fi rsthand the sorts of problems that can 
arise when we attempt to manage the environment in the tra-
ditional way, dealing with single-purpose issues one at a time. 
This was particularly obvious when confronted by a sudden, 
massive, complex environmental challenge such as a drought, 
which forces cities to compete with agriculture for water and 
sets the stage for huge wildfi res that burn for miles and con-
sume homes and vegetation, which in turn clears the way for 
fl oods and mudslides.

From 1977 to 1982, I was head of the California Resources 
Agency. This is the state-level version of a minister of environ-
ment. The department’s budget at that time was nearly $1 bil-
lion and it had fourteen thousand employees. As a member of 
the cabinet of Governor Edmund G. (Jerry) Brown Jr., I was 
responsible for the administration’s resource policies, including 
overseeing policy and budgets on water, forests, wildlife, en-

chapter 
four A Green Plan Predecessor

California’s Investing for 
Prosperity Program
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ergy, and others. Many challenges we faced at that time, and the 
solutions we devised, are still applicable to our current crisis.

First of all, California is heavily resource-dependent. Tour-
ism, agriculture, and timber production are three of its largest 
industries, and its fi sheries have traditionally been important 
as well, although they have suffered badly in recent years as 
wild fi sh populations have declined. In addition, California is 
a heavy consumer of energy and water for agricultural, indus-
trial, and residential uses. When I took the job, my goal was 
to promote the idea of stewardship of resources as a public 
trust. I felt that, in California and the nation as a whole, we 
had thought only of harvesting and consuming the cornucopia 
of our natural resources. We had failed to understand, or had 
chosen to ignore, the fact that these natural systems require 
sensitive management to keep them healthy. I did not set out 
to develop a comprehensive, integrated plan for dealing with 
California’s resources; I realized the importance of such a plan 
only when forced to confront the pressures that the energy 
crisis of the 1970s put on the state and its resources. Energy 
was a relatively new issue in those days, although it had been 
brought home with great force by the Arab oil embargo of 
the early 1970s, when the price of oil went up more than 150
percent and sent energy prices through the roof. That increase 
was a threat to the state’s entire economy, and the Resources 
Agency naturally spent a great deal of time reacting to the 
fallout from the crisis.1

A great many people believed that they had the answer to the 
problem, and the advocates of nuclear power were some of the 
loudest among them. I was against relying on the development 
of nuclear power, primarily because there are no reasonable so-
lutions for dealing with the waste. One of the things I did when 
I fi rst took offi ce, then, was to oppose plans for more nuclear 
plants. With the governor’s support, the Resources Agency an-
nounced that it was going to oppose all new nuclear power 
plants.
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California was already facing a serious threat to the economy 
from the energy crisis, so that decision caused a tremendous 
public-relations furor. The utilities fi red back that they had to 
have an energy growth rate of 7 percent per year forever, and 
that California would shiver in the dark if its nuclear power 
generation were not increased. Some years later, the then-presi-
dent of the largest utility, not just in California, but also in the 
world, publicly thanked us for taking a stand against the indus-
try’s plans to build forty nuclear plants up and down the state. 
If his utility had carried out its plans, he later said, the ultimate 
cost would have driven them bankrupt. 

in search of a comprehensive solution

But stopping nuclear power development still left us with the 
problems caused by the energy crisis. As the angry calls poured 
into the agency, asking what we were going to do about it, we 
struggled to come up with an answer, to devise an energy pol-
icy that would make sense for the future. One night I literally 
awoke to the realization that this issue affected every other is-
sue my department dealt with. 

For instance, a portion of the state’s air quality problems 
come from the process of burning oil in order to create the 
energy to pump the water. This led to the realization that the 
poor air quality was somehow affecting trees and crops; we 
did not understand how or why, but our suspicions were later 
confi rmed when the problems of acid rain were better under-
stood.

All that is to say that the interactions of humans and their 
environment need to be dealt with in a comprehensive way, be-
cause they reach further than one initially realizes, and are all 
interconnected. Faced with the far-reaching crisis in energy, that 
understanding struck me with great force. At that point I began 
to develop plans for a more comprehensive resource strategy, 
which came to be called Investing for Prosperity (ifp).
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investing for prosperity

The philosophy behind the ifp was this: Nature has its own 
time scale. It takes one hundred years to make an inch of pro-
ductive topsoil, a half-century to produce commercial timber, 
and decades to restore degraded rangeland. If we tie our re-
sponse to the erosion of our resources to annual government 
budgets, fought over from year to year and from crisis to crisis, 
we will never succeed. Until we have a comprehensive and inte-
grated plan, we cannot move forward.

California had many resource problems, even beyond the 
immediate ones caused by the energy crisis, which called out for 
such a comprehensive plan. The state’s timber production had 
been declining for two decades, to the point where commercial 
timberlands were producing less than 50 percent of their capac-
ity. Salmon runs were dropping precipitously, and the produc-
tivity of thousands of acres of farmland was threatened by ero-
sion, increasing soil salinity, and the results of air pollution.2

The idea behind the ifp was to establish funding for and set 
up programs to restore and improve many aspects of the state’s 
natural resources. The Resources Agency was able to show that 
the returns to the state would be well worth the investment. 
Eventually we got a series of laws passed that provided more 
than $120 million a year (which would be much more than 
that today) for investment in long-term quality and productiv-
ity programs for California’s natural resources. 

The relevant fact for this book and for the Green Plan idea is 
that these programs have now been in existence for twenty-fi ve 
years. Where other comprehensive strategies are too new to as-
sess with much accuracy, this one has measurable results. More 
than a billion dollars has been invested in ifp programs, and 
they have returned billions on the investment. Taking a close 
look at them is one way to evaluate the potential success of the 
Green Plan idea.

Some of the programs that the energy fund invested in were 
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government efforts, since we believed we had to show the way 
before we could expect the rest of society to follow. These proj-
ects included streetlight retrofi ts, replacing old light bulbs with 
more energy-effi cient ones; conservation in schools and hospi-
tals; insulation of hot-water pipes, and more effi cient motors 
placed in machines of all types as part of new appliance and 
building standards. The retrofi t program for streetlights alone 
is now saving cities some $2 million per year, while the $45.3
million that the ifp loaned to schools and hospitals to develop 
cogeneration projects (systems that use heat energy that would 
otherwise be wasted) continues to produce savings.

At that time, we invested $48 million in energy conservation 
and alternative sources. By 1988, energy use at state facilities 
had been cut by 20 percent; our goal was a 40 percent cut by 
the year 2000. Our goal for energy development of alternative 
sources such as cogeneration, geothermal, solar, and biomass 
was 400 megawatts; by 1990 we had achieved 191. By 1990,
the combined savings to the state from these energy programs 
was about $333 million.3 Despite the fact that we did not reach 
our initial goals, the savings we achieved were quite substan-
tial. In addition, our efforts inspired industry to make a massive 
turn toward conservation, and businesses soon took the lead 
on energy effi ciency. The success of the program rested on the 
comprehensive cooperation of government agencies responding 
to my appeal. 

There were many individuals and departments that helped 
make this investment in energy alternatives a reality, such as the 
California State Energy Commission and the Offi ce for Appro-
priate Technology, as well as a legion of committed individuals. 
The California legislature, which responded to the challenge of 
the energy issue early on, was also a major player.

The success of the energy component of the ifp was also due 
to the support of individuals and organizations outside of gov-
ernment. Examples include the corporate leaders who adopted 
the idea and ran with it, the managers of institutions such as 
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hospitals and schools who did the same, and everybody right 
on down to the people who turned off the lights in their clos-
ets. These were the people who started an energy revolution in 
California.

Unfortunately, we have not followed through with the same 
enthusiasm on other issues, including water, soil, wildlife, and 
air. But there have been changes in these areas, too—and there 
will be more over time—that may one day look just as good as 
our successes in energy conservation. At least better policies are 
in place for air quality, and they are starting to fall into place 
for water.

the fight for passage

Because time was of the essence in getting the ifp legislation 
passed, the Resources Agency did not conduct public hear-
ings or fi eld hearings. That would have been the ideal in terms 
of building a strong constituency for the programs, and it is 
what New Zealand did for its Resource Management Act. But 
the conditions we faced were diffi cult. Our decision to stop 
nuclear development was already creating an uproar of a di-
mension I could not have imagined. Attacks came at us from 
all sides, orchestrated by the public relations fi rms hired by 
the utilities.

Worse, the state was in the throes of its taxpayer rebellion, 
which would eventually lead to Proposition 13 and its severe 
curtailment of government revenues from property taxes. The 
order went out that there would be no new programs; govern-
ment spending had to be cut. I believed that, instead of being 
a negative, the Proposition 13 crisis had to be the catalyst for 
a new attitude toward resource management. The environment 
had to be seen as an investment, not just another expense, be-
cause ultimately it is these resources upon which the economy 
and our quality of life are based. But I knew that it would take 
quick and aggressive action to win my point.
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Fortunately, I was able to move aggressively because I had 
trusted allies, the people I had brought in to head the various 
departments under me: Forestry, Fish and Game, Water, and so 
on. I asked them to fi nd the dreamers in their departments—
those who were the brightest and most able, but also the most 
frustrated—and pull together all their ideas for improving the 
departments’ effectiveness.

Once they had done this we had several meetings to discuss 
the results, and within a few weeks I was able to lay out what 
would become the Investing for Prosperity fund. I then had to 
go and sell it statewide and proceeded to do so with the help of 
those departments, which now had a stake in the issue.

We signed on constituency groups like the League of Women 
Voters, which adopted the resource fund idea as its statewide 
project for the year. One useful political lesson we learned was 
that politicians respected the League. It had eighty chapters 
throughout the state. No politician wanted to have a phone call 
from a respected local chapter of informed citizens, critical of 
that politician’s approach. 

The Audubon Society was the fi rst environmental group to 
support the ifp, followed by all the others. Eventually, even 
the labor unions and corporations, including heavyweights 
like ibm, Southern Pacifi c Railroad, and the Bank of Amer-
ica, came to understand what we were doing and openly sup-
ported us.

One example of how we were able to forge such a strong 
coalition is the approach we took to the forest industry. I went 
directly to the main lobbying organization for the entire forest 
industry, which would typically have opposed the agency on 
this issue. I met with the director and laid out the plan, and he 
said he would check with his constituents and get back to me. 
When he did, he said, “I’ll surprise you: They’re willing to co-
operate, but they have one requirement.” 

That requirement turned out to be an interesting challenge. 
The forestry industry’s concern was that about one-third of 
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California’s timberland was not producing. One reason was 
that the small, private owners and investors could not afford 
to replant their land and then wait fi fty years for a new crop of 
trees. If I could fi gure out something that would help the small 
owners to get trees in the ground and make their lands produc-
tive, then the forest industry would help me on the big picture. 
That included lobbying in the areas of energy effi ciency, water, 
and whatever else it would take to pass this bill for $125 mil-
lion a year in resource investment.

So the agency created a grant program for small timber own-
ers. In order to get a grant, though, the owners had to put to-
gether a productivity plan, prepared by a professional forester, 
which would lay out the long-term future for the lands involved. 
They could then apply for a grant to do whatever needed to be 
done, whether it was building bridges, improving their roads, 
planting trees, or preparing forests.

Jeff Romm of the University of California’s Department of 
Forestry has since said that the most important part of this pro-
gram was its requirement of stewardship; that the owners had 
to put together a management plan for the future.4 It changed 
their attitude and outlook, he said, so that henceforth in their 
meetings, individually, or in the professional associations, they 
would talk about the long term; they would no longer just talk 
about getting board feet off the land. Although the program 
started out primarily as a push to get trees planted, the philo-
sophical point has proved more powerful.

The lesson to learn from the timber growers is that everyone 
has something to gain from improving the quality and produc-
tivity of the environment. This appeal to a wide variety of inter-
ests is one of the strengths of a comprehensive program. Some 
interests will be opposed to parts of it, but because many more 
will benefi t from it as a whole, the opposition will fi nd it harder 
to block. Any state that goes through a Green Plan process will 
have to reach out to all the individual interest groups and build 
a powerful constituency for change.
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investing for prosperity: the program

Between 1978 and 1980, with coalition building and other hard 
work, the Resources Agency was able to achieve passage of all 
fi ve pieces of legislation that created the legal and fi nancial ba-
sis for the ifp. Taken together, they constituted a program of 
investment in California’s natural resources that aimed to put 
the state back on healthy environmental and economic ground 
within twenty years, while looking ahead one hundred years to 
the legacy we would leave our grandchildren. Because of their 
success, many of the ifp’s programs continue to be funded, de-
spite several changes in state government since then.
Five laws established the ifp:

– The Forest Improvement Act, which provided for an 
urban forestry program and cost-sharing of reforesta-
tion on small, private tree-farm forest lands

– The Forest Resources Development Fund, which estab-
lished the principle that income from the sale of state-
owned timber would be reinvested to improve forest 
productivity and implement urban tree-planting pro-
grams

– The Renewable Resources Investment Fund, which 
provided $10 million to develop wood energy, help 
restore salmon stocks, and implement water conserva-
tion and reclamation projects

– The Geothermal Resources Fund, which provided that 
30 percent of the income from federal geothermal 
leases in California be deposited in the Renewable Re-
sources Investment Fund

– The Energy and Resources Fund, which allocated a por-
tion of the state’s tidelands oil revenues for the restora-
tion and protection of the state’s renewable resources5

Under the program, the funds made available by the legislation 
were to be invested in a number of resource areas. Specifi c goals 



72 | defining the problem and its solution

were established for each and projects implemented to achieve 
them. The main areas were forestry and wildlands, fi sh and 
wildlife, water, soils, coastal resources, parks and recreation, 
and energy.

In response to the energy crisis, we had the following goals 
for the year 2000: to reduce by 40 percent the amount of energy 
used by state government operations, to continue to expand 
and encourage effi ciency, to develop effi cient and renewable en-
ergy production technologies, and to reduce gasoline consump-
tion by 40 percent of the 1980 levels.6 We decided early on 
that there was no one black box, like nuclear power, that was 
going to be the answer to our energy problems. Instead we used 
what I called a principle of portions. We learned that any small 
amount of alternative energy you could produce, even as little 
as a half of a percent, would in time accumulate, together with 
the savings from conservation and the energy created by other 
alternative sources, into a big block of energy that could fulfi ll 
the state’s needs. There was considerable pioneering in the de-
velopment of alternatives to fossil fuels in those years, such as 
cogeneration, biomass, solar, and geothermal.

Other programs have also done very well. From 1979 to 
1988, $30 million was invested in salmon and steelhead resto-
ration programs, 90 percent on the North Coast and 10 percent 
in the Central Valley. Five hundred and twenty-three restora-
tion contracts were funded, about half of what we had origi-
nally hoped to fund. However, we surpassed our original goal 
of clearing the blockages from fi ve hundred miles of streams 
so that salmon could swim up into them and spawn freely; by 
1988, fourteen hundred miles had been cleared.7

Back then it was diffi cult to assess the impact of a program like 
the salmon and steelhead restoration in the short term, because 
other factors cause fl uctuations in the results. In this instance 
there was one huge blip upward, after which the fi sheries again 
began to decline. Much of this has been blamed on high-seas net-
ting, in which Korean, Taiwanese, and Japanese fi shermen were 
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creating walls of drift nets out in the ocean that trapped anything 
that swam, including salmon and steelhead. This has now been 
largely changed through international treaties.

In the forestry sector, part of the plan was to help reforest 
a million acres with 360 million trees, to reverse the decline in 
timber productivity. A study funded by a subsequent governor’s 
administration projected that, over the next fi fty to seventy-fi ve 
years, the $5 million spent on this project will return $448 mil-
lion in timber sales, $104 million in tax revenues, and $9 million 
in consumer savings, while creating eighteen thousand new jobs.8

The ifp also had a goal of increasing the annual timber sup-
ply over 1980 levels by three billion board feet, through im-
proved wood products utilization, integrated pest control, and 
forest and tree improvement efforts. That demonstrates the 
program’s comprehensive approach: Instead of investment in 
just one thing, growing trees, it promoted such innovations as 
using thinner saw blades in the mills because they caused less 
waste than the old ones. It is the same principle of conservation 
that worked so well with energy.

The ifp proposed some changes in agriculture that were de-
signed to conserve soil, particularly in terms of research into 
reducing the consumption of fuel and other oil by-products. 
Other ideas included minimum tillage, windbreaks, and inte-
grated pest management—whatever one could do to cut down 
on the use of chemicals and tractors.

The ifp improved the state’s urban resources, too. Substan-
tial funding went to park development, beach erosion control, 
and reestablishing beaches in cities where they had been lost. It 
was this that convinced the labor movement to come along with 
the ifp. Labor unions understood the energy issue, but were not 
terribly excited about it. However, the idea of enhancing the 
quality of life for workers by investing in outdoor recreational 
opportunities did appeal to them. They liked the fact that we 
emphasized trail development, campground development, and 
other themes in the parks and recreation area.
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Because water is such a scarce and precious resource in Cali-
fornia, we also devoted a great deal of attention to water con-
servation projects for both agricultural and urban users. These 
projects included investing four million dollars in developing a 
computerized system for agricultural irrigation that was based 
on actual crop needs rather than farmers’ traditional methods. 
Now twenty-fi ve years later, the program is still working and 
has continued to be improved. Urban water conservation prac-
tices were encouraged by the distribution of more than four 
million kits to households throughout the state. This program 
saved 38,700 acre-feet of water and 940 million kilowatts of 
energy per year.9 Subsequent conservation programs cut urban 
water use by one-sixth in a short period of time.

changing government

In the process of getting the ifp passed and implemented, I 
learned many valuable lessons about what it takes to make such 
a major change in government. One such lesson was how to get 
a program funded when it seemed impossible.

In spite of California’s taxpayer revolt, we were successful in 
obtaining funding for this idea because we wove all the elements 
together into one big picture, in a way that reached industries 
and labor unions and environmental groups and educators and 
scientists. They supported it because they could see the vision 
behind it, and because all felt that they had a part in it.

On a pragmatic level, the experience also taught me how im-
portant it was to get all the relevant government agencies work-
ing together. For instance, on my fi rst day on the job I found 
that the Energy Commission, whose budget I was responsible 
for, was suing the Forestry Department, another of the agencies 
under my authority, because of a confl ict over water and energy 
issues. Neither of the two agencies had bothered to contact my 
predecessor.

When government agencies and policies are not integrated 
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in a comprehensive way, it leads to this kind of wasteful squab-
bling and creates tremendous ineffi ciencies. When the public 
sees this going on it loses faith in government, as was happening 
in this case. We could never have accomplished what we did if 
we had allowed that situation to continue.

The most important factor in the ifp’s success is that we 
made it our top priority, and the governor was also commit-
ted to the idea. Leadership from the executive and managerial 
branches can be crucial through the inevitable political ups and 
downs. A program like this can only be maintained if it has 
been fi rmly planted.

Looking back for further lessons, I see that it was helpful 
having a central administrative focal point, which functions like 
an orchestra conductor, so that priorities could be established 
and adjusted. The next administration tried its best to kill what 
we had started. The new governor did not think much of our 
ideas; I believe he asserted that there is “no such thing as limits” 
in regard to resources. The energy crisis dissipated, and the new 
governor saw his role solely as one of creating jobs through 
growth. But those people who were committed to the program 
and stayed on in government were able to sustain it at about 80
percent of its original levels. The sound energy policy laid out 
by the ifp is fairly standard practice now, regardless of who is 
in offi ce. Other individuals who believed strongly enough in the 
idea have kept it alive elsewhere.

The program and its goals caused a tremendous uproar, 
played out in the California legislature between the environ-
mental movement and the utilities and other industries. But 
once the smoke had cleared, we had achieved something that 
benefi ted the whole state. It took a large and diverse coalition 
to accomplish it, but that coalition became one of its greatest 
strengths.





part ii
Assessing Green 
Plans in Action





In Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum, known for its collection of 
paintings by the Dutch masters, there is one painting that looms 
above all the rest. It is by Rembrandt, and it forever changed 
the world’s ideas about art. It is titled The Night Watch, and it 
looks as though it were painted in three dimensions. When you 
look at it, the hand appears to be reaching out to you. Rem-
brandt startled the world with that painting, so much so that it 
changed our ideas of art forever. I believe the Netherlands’ Na-
tional Environmental Policy Plan (nepp) will similarly change 
the way people see themselves and their actions in relation to 
the environment. I care so much about fi nding an answer to en-
vironmental decline, that I also believe the individuals who have 
come together to form this Dutch Plan should be remembered 
as having created a work at least as important as Rembrandt’s. 
When I look today at the continued emergence of the compre-
hensive view, which the Dutch have handled so well, I believe 
it’s starting to have a universal appeal.

When an idea is important enough, it can overcome opposi-
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tion and obstacles and survive. The Dutch National Environ-
mental Policy Plan is an example of that principle and serves 
as a guiding framework for creating real improvement of the 
environment.

Since its introduction in 1989, the Dutch Plan has contin-
ued, as it was structured, to guide the Netherlands toward its 
agreed-upon goal of environmental recovery in twenty-fi ve 
years. That the Plan continues despite swings in the economy 
and changes in political parties, and even though results are not 
perfect, is a remarkable achievement. Other similar endeavors, 
such as many that began in the United States, have faltered and 
died en route; yet the Dutch, as a society, still hold onto the 
dream and share the common objective of total environmental 
recovery at every level. It is so accepted and unquestioned in its 
central approach that it has become part of their value system 
and standard behavior. The Dutch know it will only succeed if 
everyone participates, so they’ve made it a “social contract.” A 
crucial part of their planning process has been the participation 
and involvement of all stakeholders. 

you can only solve all of the problem

The strength of the nepp is that it is comprehensive and yet fl ex-
ible enough to respond to new challenges. All the participants, 
including all of the institutions and corporations in the country, 
are bound by the common purpose of total restoration of envi-
ronmental health within twenty-fi ve years. Specifi c time-bound 
long-term targets give everyone a clear and stable compass for 
this long-term endeavor. This allows solutions to be tied in with 
business investment cycles and makes everyone’s share account-
able and transparent. 

The comprehensive nature of the Dutch Plan is the result of 
careful thought by hundreds of the country’s brightest people 
who have managed for the fi rst time ever to put a nation’s com-
plex, interrelated natural systems into a manageable context. 



82 | assessing green plans in action

The nepp successfully weaves together complex systems such as 
water, air, soil, and energy, and meshes them with human fac-
tors, economics, health, and carrying capacity. It is a compre-
hensive, long-term, well-thought-out plan, and the Dutch have 
committed billions of guilders into implementing it. 

Whereas traditional environmental programs have tended 
not to work well in the real world because they focused on one 
or two problems and were not involved with overall manage-
ment, this strong, comprehensive management framework has 
helped make the Dutch Plan practical and functional. When it 
comes to the environment, you can only solve all of the prob-
lem, taking into account all the interrelationships. The name 
“Green Plan” means that the whole spectrum of environmen-
tal issues is managed together to avoid partial solutions and to 
foster synergy. The problem is made operational and manage-
able by defi ning quantitative medium- and short-term emission 
targets and specifying the contribution of each sector of the 
economy. 

a thousand shades of green

Emphasis on good management has led the Dutch to some in-
teresting innovations, particularly in the way they deal with 
industry. For example, they encourage each industrial sector 
to pledge to deliver its fair share toward meeting the agreed-
upon long-term targets. It also allows them to work out for 
themselves, in cooperation with the government, their plans for 
achieving the required, measurable emission-reduction goals. 
While everyone is bound by the long-term goal, individual in-
stitutions can create their own strategies within the comprehen-
sive plan. 

Industry seems to like the Green Plan idea because it gives 
them long-term stable targets to include in their plans and 
budget. It also gives them fl exibility, whereas the traditional, 
old style of regulation from the top down, overseen and 
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enforced by some government agency, is slower to react to 
needed changes. In the old style, individual industries may be 
confronted by sudden demands for immediate changes, which 
result in greater cost and a great deal more confl ict between 
factions in society because they lack a cooperative, agreed-
upon goal and direction.

In the Dutch system, corporations have the discretion to plan 
and budget their changes on their own schedule, as long as over-
all choices ensure the realization of the agreed-upon goals. In 
other words, the Dutch Plan focuses more on the goals than the 
means; and with a proper, certifi ed, environmental care system 
underpinning these efforts, they increase effi ciency and reduce 
bureaucratic red tape. That freedom of choice, and freedom to 
plan and budget, is a great advantage to a company. Depending 
on what they manufacture or produce, companies can select 
those portions that are going to affect their particular opera-
tions. Without it being said, the foreboding reality is that if they 
don’t comply on a cooperative basis, the Netherlands govern-
ment will revert to the old command-and-control regime and 
they will be forced to comply, with possibly untimely, costly, 
and disruptive orders from above. 

Pieter Winsemius is a physicist and management specialist 
who was minister of the environment during the nepp plan-
ning phase. He refers to this fl exibility as “a thousand shades 
of green.”1 The ways in which companies respond to environ-
mental challenges can be as different as the companies them-
selves.

Time has proven this concept right. After eighteen years, 
Dutch industry—Royal Shell Oil, Royal Philips Electric, Unile-
ver, and others—carry on with environmental quality manage-
ment, often in ways that are better than the government requires. 
Good environmental practice, enforced by periodic review from 
the National Institute for Public Health and the Environment, 
not to mention the ever-present watchdog of public opinion, 
has become a habit for corporations and individuals as well.
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each generation cleans up

Another aspect of the genius of the Dutch Plan is the twenty-
fi ve-year time frame they have set for achieving environmental 
recovery. Their slogan, “Each generation cleans up,” reminds 
them that the twenty-fi ve years, or one generation, is a common 
goal that every citizen can support. It clearly echoes the Brundt-
land defi nition of sustainability, that is, not to fulfi ll their needs 
by undermining options for future generations. 

This twenty-fi ve-year time frame is key to providing business 
and industry the fl exibility to approach the goal in a way that 
works for them, but within the context of the whole. Each year 
they have to announce their plans for the coming year. Will they 
focus on water this next year, or air quality, conserve more en-
ergy, or buy more machinery? Whatever it might be, they make 
a decision and at the end of the year turn in their accomplish-
ments. They are judged by how successful they’ve been in meet-
ing the goals they’ve set out for themselves, but still have to be 
seriously working on the total package until the goal is reached. 
So they have fl exibility, but it’s clearly not “anything goes.” The 
“voluntary agreements” in which the negotiated contribution 
of industry is captured sometimes easily give rise to the latter 
impression; but it is an agreement and it is binding.

So far, the long-term approach is working. The original nepp
laid out the overall goals and objectives based on the assess-
ment of the carrying capacity of ecosystems and human health. 
Long-term, measurable emission-reduction targets were estab-
lished for environmental themes that covered the whole range 
of environmental problems. 

For each sector of industry, their contribution to these targets 
was defi ned in close consultation. The original nepp called for a se-
ries of four-year plans. These four-year plans contain refl ections on 
what has been accomplished and what is needed for the next four 
years. It allows for adjustments in operations, but is basically a re-
newal for another four years of the nepp. With each past renewal, 
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the government could have elected not to continue, but each time, 
they have persisted. Although the new conservative government’s 
emphasis is on security and the economy, and it hasn’t expanded or 
advanced the Green Plan, it has maintained its ambition and kept 
it going. In fact, that very same government has announced that 
it will produce a strategic environmental policy agenda to keep up 
the momentum for environmental policy. 

Currently, consultations are held with stakeholders, crit-
ics, and scientists to gather input for the next agenda. To date 
Holland has achieved well over half the legal and regulatory 
goals of the original objectives, and the required four-year plans 
themselves have been stated and carried out. 

Closely related to the cycle of producing National Environ-
mental Policy Plans is a policy docum ent they produced in 1997
on environment and the economy. This document tried to cap-
ture the positive benefi ts of eco-effi cient innovations for economic 
goals, such as growth and employment, and for emission-reduc-
tion goals involving energy and natural resource use. 

The idea of achieving environmental goals by fostering the 
synergy between environmental protection and economic devel-
opment was at the very heart of the Dutch presidency of the eu
at the end of 2004. The general mood in Europe, around crucial 
dossiers like the Kyoto Protocol, was very much one of down-
playing or delaying environmental ambition because of per-
ceived impacts on global competition. Yet the Dutch launched 
what they call the “Clean, Clever, Competitive” approach2 in 
which they underlined the positive advantages for jobs, growth, 
and competition from applying eco-innovations, or doing more 
with less. This approach was well received and recognized by 
heads of state as part of Europe’s leading strategy to become the 
most innovative economy in the world. 

why does the netherlands’ effort work?

The Netherlands has a long tradition as one of the world’s most 
progressive nations. It has maintained literacy at some of the 
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highest levels in the world, and its different interests are well 
organized. It has always been in the forefront with its policies 
on quality-of-life issues such as health care. In creating and im-
plementing the nepp, the Dutch took the lead, and throughout 
eighteen years of steady application have shown the world that 
it is possible to solve the environmental problems that are of 
great concern to every nation. It has been able to maintain over-
all progress by adjusting and refocusing the plans as needed, 
given problems encountered in the implementation and within 
the broad framework. 

All in all, solving these problems has seemed possible at af-
fordable costs. Strong dialogue with the business sector has 
ensured that despite differences of opinion on certain issues, 
the support by industry for environmental policy has been high 
throughout the years. The “promise” of the Dutch government 
to pursue similar environmental demands within the European 
Union, thus safeguarding the competitive position of Dutch in-
dustry, helped to maintain industry support. For that reason, 
they have been active in establishing the carbon dioxide emis-
sion trading regime in Europe, and have come up with remark-
able incentives for industry.3 Also, as part of their policy doc-
ument on environment and economy, the Dutch government 
signed a benchmark agreement with industry in which industry 
pledged to help the Netherlands be among the most energy effi -
cient countries of the world. Living up to that promise, industry 
would be rewarded by the government not imposing any new 
additional national measures on energy saving.

There are many reasons why the Netherlands became the 
fi rst nation to adopt and pursue a comprehensive national en-
vironmental strategy. A small, densely populated nation, the 
Netherlands is situated at the mouth of the Rhine, which in the 
mid-1980s was one of Europe’s most polluted rivers. Every year 
the river deposited enormous quantities of contaminated silt at 
its mouth near Rotterdam. Almost half of the acid deposition in 
the Netherlands originated in other countries, particularly the 
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surrounding nations of Germany, France, and Belgium, adding 
to the pollution contributed by the nation’s own industries.

The Dutch have always been traders, and their economy 
lacks the natural resources of other countries such as the United 
States and Canada. They are heavily dependent on export-ori-
ented, pollution-based industries such as commodity chemicals 
and metals, as well as industrialized agriculture, all contribut-
ing heavily to just about every environmental problem. 

As of 2005, the Netherlands, a land about twice the size 
of New Jersey, supported a population numbering some 
16,292,000 people.4 This is about 245 people per square mile, 
compared to 79.6 people per square mile in the United States. 
If you add to that nearly 11 million pigs, over a million sheep, 
nearly 3.8 million cows, plus some 86 million poultry5—not
to mention nearly 9 million automobiles—you can begin to 
imagine the enormous amount of pressure put on a small and 
environmentally vulnerable land, and why a comprehensive en-
vironmental plan would be necessary for a healthy quality of 
life.6

Another reason the Dutch became leaders in the fi eld of envi-
ronmental planning is that planning is not only familiar to them 
but something they welcome. Their huge system of dikes, wind-
mills, and water quantity management has always been close 
to the country’s heart. They have reclaimed enormous amounts 
of land from the sea in a period of about three centuries, and 
the process continues. The Netherlands as we know it simply 
would not exist without a great deal of intricate planning. Nev-
ertheless, its vulnerability to the sea remains real. The Dutch are 
well aware that global warming, with its accompanying rising 
sea levels, could inundate them.

Finally, the Dutch are survivors. They have managed to re-
main economically successful for centuries even though they 
have very few natural resources. While other countries, like the 
United States and Canada, had huge forests and other resources 
they could exploit for an easy economic base, the Dutch had 
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to learn to be careful, skilled traders and planners in order to 
survive. Most of their natural landscapes are “man-made.” As 
a nation, they value cooperation and consensus in the realm of 
public affairs. They see defi ning national economic and social 
policy as a joint endeavor of government, trade unions, and 
business representatives. For all these reasons, Green Plans, a 
long-term comprehensive endeavor, founded in cooperation and 
consensus, forms an ideal structure for the Dutch. The fact that 
they have been so successful gives hope to others for the future. 
It demonstrates that results can be achieved and cooperation is 
possible without either side—government or industry—surren-
dering their responsibility or independence. Government can 
apply rules and industry can still oppose them.

how does the netherlands monitor 
their green plan results?

In the Netherlands, progress toward the environmental goal is 
monitored by the National Institute for Public Health and the 
Environment (rivm), an independent group of scientists who 
publish regular reports, accessible to all, on the Internet.7 These 
reports operate much like an audit—the purpose is not to catch 
cheaters necessarily, but to make sure that everyone carries on 
in an honorable way. As an independent, institutionalized critic, 
whose integrity is beyond question, rivm scientists look at the 
results each year and document all issues. In the Netherlands sci-
ence remains pure and independent, unlike in the United States, 
where corporate executives can, as much for social reward as 
any depth of conviction, head up boards of the very environ-
mental groups who should be watchdogging their corporations. 
The reputation of the rivm is impeccable; people trust that if 
there are problems, the rivm will let them know, and the alarm 
will go off. Government and industry respect the rivm as well. 
What they do is keep everybody honest and make their assess-
ments of progress, or the lack thereof, clear to everyone. Just 
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like reporting on the national budget, they produce an annual 
Environmental Balance to keep track of the diminishment or 
increase of the “environmental debt.” 

Also critical to maintaining the momentum of the Plan and 
helping everyone move toward the shared goal are numerous 
groups who comprise the environmental movement. They’re 
the watchdogs, snarling outside the meeting-room door where 
government and industry are negotiating policy. They have con-
siderable power and if they issue a press release, or an accusa-
tion, it gets in the paper; the public pays attention. 

All the above factors serve to keep companies and institu-
tions in line, and act as an effective deterrent to breaches of the 
environmental trust. 

status today: evaluation, 
adjustment, moving forward

In their Green Plans, the Dutch did not argue against economic 
growth. Rather they concentrated on managing the negative 
impacts on nature and health with the principle that a rise in 
one need not automatically result in a rise in the other. They call 
that “decoupling.”8 So while economic growth should continue 
to rise, emission would have to go down in absolute terms. This 
decoupling has been achieved for all emissions except for car-
bon dioxide. In many cases the pace of the trends going down 
is even suffi cient for reaching the targets. It is clear now that 
some of the goals have not been met, some things haven’t been 
achieved, and parts of the goal have had to be adjusted and 
given a more realistic time frame. It is a matter of adjustment 
within the overall context of the goal, toward which the coun-
try is steadily moving. 

The assessment in their Fourth National Policy Plan was 
that by keeping up the momentum many problems would be 
solved within the established timeframes. The rivm data sup-
ported that assessment, especially for those problems for which 
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there are easy and not too costly alternatives, or technology 
issues that are about to be solved.9 Still, some sticky, persistent 
problems remain; many of these problems are closely related 
to our addiction to energy, unlimited mobility, and the way in 
which we feed and nourish ourselves. Issues like sustainable en-
ergy, health, sustainable agriculture, and improved transporta-
tion practices are complex and interrelated and take much more 
time to accomplish compared to easier matters like solid waste, 
which have been solved. This is not surprising, nor discourag-
ing. With all the other pressures both within and without the 
country, can you really solve carbon emissions in twenty-fi ve 
years? Can you totally recover fi sheries in twenty-fi ve years? In 
these, and in several other sectors, the Dutch have realized that 
some issues are going to have to slide over the deadline. Maybe 
it will take forty to fi fty years for problems such as those that 
involve investment with a long lifespan, like energy and trans-
portation systems.

Postponing does not mean they are capitulating or giving up 
on, say, fi sheries. The point is that they continue to look at the 
overall condition, within which fi sheries make up one part; and 
that part may improve more slowly than another part, such as 
water quality. By sustaining the long view, and being alert to 
but not blinded by specifi c criticisms, the Dutch keep making 
progress. Successful in some areas and not so successful in oth-
ers, they’re achieving the central idea with which they started; 
progress can be seen and measured. To an observer looking 
back over eighteen years, I marvel at the fact that the nepp is 
still functioning and has achieved much of what it set out to do, 
which seemed an imposing goal at the time. 

brief summary of progress to date

As the rivm report shows, progress has been made in many ar-
eas. While the Dutch economy continues to grow steadily, emis-
sions are going down, even in absolute terms. The decoupling of 
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economic growth and emissions is actually taking place. At the 
same time, it is clear that continuous efforts are needed to reach 
their goals. The rivm report clearly illustrates which problems 
are safely solved and which ones are remain problematical.

Markers of progress can be shown in many ways for very dif-
ferent problems. For example, eighteen years ago, the Rhine was 
one of Europe’s most polluted rivers. Today, thanks to concerted 
efforts by the countries through which it fl ows, the levels of tox-
ins have dropped by more than half. Some toxins, including di-
oxins and ddt, have been completely eliminated. Others have 
been considerably reduced. Salmon have returned to the Rhine 
and habitat is improving. In the delta area of the Netherlands, 
contamination levels from industrial dumping is being cleaned 
up, but agricultural runoff, as well as pharmaceutical residues, 
continues to accumulate, posing a complicated problem.10

The goal set for noise reduction has nearly been achieved, 
and plans continue to improve it. In 2003, the Ministry of Pub-
lic Works and Water Management began an innovative cam-
paign for noise reduction from traffi c, including a combination 
of “smart applications” such as “quieter asphalt,” “quieter 
tires,” noise-blocking road embankments, and “whispering 
trains.” Because of budget restraints, the goal for completion of 
these measures has been extended.11

Although air quality has improved, it remains a problem 
throughout Europe. The three ingredients most diffi cult to re-
move stem from auto exhaust; they include particulate matter, 
ground-level ozone, and nitrogen dioxide. These pollutants are 
all known to be detrimental to health; however, specifi c science 
is lacking as to what levels and what combinations are clearly 
harmful and in what ways they affect people and the ecosys-
tem. Lacking clarifi cation of the exact toxic effects has made it 
extremely diffi cult to impose the costly restrictions that would 
bring these pollutant levels closer to the goal.

Still the Dutch have recently entered into an experiment 
to control air pollution by reducing speed on the motorways. 
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They’ve set an eighty-kilometers-per-hour (forty-fi ve miles per 
hour) limit on several of their busier major motorways after 
having found that cars traveling at high speeds burn fuel less 
effi ciently and therefore spew more emissions into the air.12

The result in the affected areas is that pollution is down by 
10 percent and noise has been reduced by nearly half. There is 
renewed debate in the Netherlands on environment and health 
because the Council of State has been turning down construc-
tion plans since the Dutch have been having diffi culty meeting 
the European standards for air quality. Additional measures are 
called for and the Dutch Cabinet has adopted reduced speed 
limits and new fi scal incentives to promote cleaner diesel use. 
Without a national automobile industry the Netherlands is one 
of the strongest advocates in the eu of more stringent standards 
for automobile engines.

In a small country subject to intense population and indus-
trial pressures landscape will always be threatened. You can go 
into the great art museums in the Netherlands and see all the 
Dutch masterpieces with bountiful landscapes, hunting parties 
going out, and tables full of game. None of that is in existence 
anymore. Why? This outcome is the result of population pres-
sures as well as a whole range of other issues affecting quality 
of life and the way people think and act.

In recent history, the Dutch landscape has given way to mod-
ernized agriculture and industry, and now it has to compete 
with the ever-present encroachment of housing and other urban 
development. Need for development and desire for conserva-
tion and the accompanying quality of life coexist and some-
times coincide in this small nation. 

At the same time, movement toward the goal, slow in parts, 
faster in others, continues moving forward. Streams and rivers 
are improving and forest areas are expanding, but eutrophica-
tion (the gradual enrichment of a body of water with dissolved 
nutrients, which in term stimulates the growth of aquatic plant 
life, leading to oxygen depletion) continues to be a problem. 
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Health of species varies. For example, meadow birds as well as 
two-thirds of the country’s butterfl y species are suffering, but 
bats are doing well.13

The government’s National Spatial Strategy and Agenda for 
a Living Countryside Policy is working to identify and preserve 
certain national landscapes possessing “core qualities” such as 
openness, landforms, fi eld patterns, parcelization, and water 
courses. The National Ecological Network (nen) was established 
in 1990 to create a network of interconnected nature reserves 
and conservation areas by 2018. The nen continues, but on a 
limited budget and with less governmental support. According 
to the Natura 2000 (a European network of protected sites) and 
nen April 2004 reports, nearly 10 percent of Dutch land area 
has been designated as conservation areas. Developing new green 
recreational areas has slacked off in recent years although it has 
long been a goal. There are many groups involved in the effort 
to preserve landscape and create green areas; however, a major 
problem, as reported by the rivm, is the rezoning of areas for 
development with the attendant rise in property values.

In order to save money, the central government transfers au-
thority to the provinces to oversee the preservation effort. One 
of the strengths of the Dutch management approach is allowing 
the provinces to carry out the government’s objective as they 
see fi t. The provinces must report on their progress each year; 
therefore, the annual reports are very important. The demand 
for land and the desire for natural landscape are both real so 
provinces have to develop plans that balance the two. How well 
they balance will be seen over time.

the political basis of the nepp

One of the strongest proponents for comprehensive environmen-
tal reform has been Queen Beatrix. In her 1988 Christmas ad-
dress to the nation, she warned that, “The earth is slowly dying, 
and the inconceivable—the end of life itself—is actually becom-
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ing conceivable.” It was a shocking and heartfelt speech, conclud-
ing that “the future of creation itself is at stake,” and calling for 
no less than a revolution in which the environmental condition 
would be reviewed and “our way of life adjusted accordingly.”14

The message carried special impact since earlier that year, in 
her annual address on the state of the nation, the queen had said 
that the Netherlands’ environment was actually improving. That 
speech had been written, as usual, by the staff of the prime minis-
ter, Christian Democrat Rudd Lubbers. The claim was clearly not 
consistent with observable reality, and raised many eyebrows. 
When Lubbers was asked for data to back up his claim, not sur-
prisingly, he and his staff were unable to provide it.

Every citizen could see the magnitude of the environmental 
problem. They saw that the few fi sh left in the Rhine were ined-
ible, the fees they paid for drinking water and waste collection 
were constantly going up, and that traffi c jams had become, 
and still are, a way of life as the number of cars continues to 
increase. The Netherlands government had been working on a 
system of environmental controls in a piecemeal way since the 
early eighties, but with little effect. Momentum was hampered 
by confl ict and resistance to change. Solving one problem some-
times gave rise to other problems. Further, the effort lacked a 
system of checks to measure progress against the lofty goal.

The rivm had been working for three years on an intensive 
review of the environmental issue and in 1989 published its fi nd-
ings in a report entitled Concern for Tomorrow. This report, 
like the queen’s speech, formed another milestone on the road 
to social awakening. After an exhaustive study of the sources, 
projected increases, and tolerable levels of pollution, the rivm
concluded that the measures in place since the early eighties were 
insuffi cient and unless the government adapted their recommen-
dations the environment was facing irreversible damage. The re-
port became a major media event and, like the queen’s speech, 
underlined the need for urgent action. In response, the National 
Environmental Policy Plan (nepp) was launched.
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Concern for Tomorrow looked at three scenarios for the fu-
ture: one that would simply be a continuation of current policy, 
one that would involve only moderately stronger measures, and 
one that would solve the problems as we know them today. 
It concluded that, from the scientifi c point of view, the coun-
try should attempt the third scenario. In assessing the changes 
needed, the rivm did not only look at the environmental part 
of the equation. The costs for society as a whole were also as-
sessed. The costs needed were remarkably bearable and clearly 
helped to shape public support.

The Dutch realized that from an environmental perspective 
the third scenario was most favorable, as it solved the problems 
structurally. The results in that scenario would not include the 
risk that growth of income and production would outrun the 
effi ciency gains of technology. However, in economic terms, the 
third scenario included the uncertainty of the development of en-
ergy prices and it was unknown if other countries would formu-
late policy with a similar ambition. Signifi cantly, they formulated 
emission reductions of 70-90 percent for nearly all emissions.

support for the plan

In addition to broad popular support for environmental re-
form, the principal parties in the Netherlands, from right to 
left have, since the rivm report, been in agreement that the 
country needed a comprehensive plan. Four factors gave the 
government the political power it needed in order to pass the 
fi rst nepp. These factors include a public that was responsive to 
the issue, a queen who was an inspiring leader and spokesper-
son, and support from parliament across all party boundaries 
as well as business.

Without the complete buy-in of many industries, these three 
would not have been able to hold the plan together and move it 
forward. The kind of change required had to involve and affect 
the whole fabric of society. The economic sector, the industrial 
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sector, and the public at large all needed to share the recogni-
tion of the problem, to accept the comprehensive plan, and to 
agree to share benefi ts and responsibilities over the long term. 
Public support for the plan itself continues to be very strong. 
In fact, it is now so deeply rooted in the Dutch political system 
that it is no longer controversial. This does not mean that the 
Dutch take public support for granted. Throughout the years 
they have made continuous efforts to understand the motives 
of consumers and citizens and fi ne-tune their message. Clearly 
they have understood that it is not just a matter of selling policy 
but also of involving citizens in policy formulation.

With many “close-to-home” problems being solved and the 
economy going down, the environment is no longer in the top 
fi ve of most pressing concerns, but it has held a steady place in 
the top ten. With increasing concerns about the health hazards 
of fi ne particulate emissions from automobiles, there is a grow-
ing momentum for environmental policy. The Christian dem-
ocrats have told their politicians recently that environmental 
protection and sustainable development is number one of the 
issues that require more attention from their cabinet.

The fi rst test of support of the Dutch Plan came when, as a 
starting place, parliament selected a proposal to end the sub-
sidies that car commuters then enjoyed. Green Plan advocates 
argued that if the goal was to get people out of their cars, it was 
essential to stop subsidizing their driving to work. The proposal 
was voted down, the government collapsed, the prime minister 
resigned, and a new government was formed. When the ques-
tion was put to the people, they voted overwhelmingly to pur-
sue the nepp on the scale it was intended.

consensus is key

Since that time, the country has reached a high level of con-
sensus about what should happen, such as how much money 
is spent and how goals are to be achieved. It is not likely to 
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matter now if a different leader or party takes over the gov-
ernment. The new conservative cabinet, despite the diffi cult 
economic situation, did not question the overall ambitions of 
their nepp4. They announced that these ambitions would be 
maintained yet they set more clear priorities and placed more 
emphasis on market-based instruments. Understandably, the 
cabinet placed an even stronger emphasis on European pol-
icy to ensure a level playing fi eld for Dutch enterprises. For 
a limited number of problems, they changed the time frame 
in which they should be resolved; however the overall ambi-
tion and approach remained fi rm. In fact, the policy document 
itself was called “Permanent Values, New Forms,” which re-
fl ects continuity and fl exibility. This continuity and fl exibility 
is part of the reason why the Dutch Plans work. Everyone 
profi ts from understanding that there are long-term ambitions 
remaining stable year after year, and implementation strate-
gies that can be adjusted as they move along. Their goals are 
fi rm but their plans are not cast in stone.

One thing I have seen in my years of observing and par-
ticipating in government policymaking is that for something 
to be accomplished there has to be a buy-in on the part of 
government employees. You may think you’re making head-
way, but if there is a lot of opposition, it will only last until 
you are replaced, whereby it disappears. On the other hand, if 
your plan has a great deal of appeal, such as the Green Plans 
have in the Netherlands, the public employees “lay it on a 
track” once they get it, and they are going to be there a lot 
longer than you. Frustrated managers, who can’t get anything 
to change, call it a “track in stone.” You can’t just rub it out. 
If something is in stone, and things are fl owing through it, 
it’s there. It has become part of behavior and is accepted, and 
it will be defended. That’s how I see the Green Plans in the 
Netherlands.

For example, in Amsterdam, soon after the fi rst nepp, a col-
league of mine asked a cab driver what he thought of his coun-
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try’s national environmental plan. “Just another way for the 
government to increase the taxes on the poor working man,” 
came the grumbling reply. Asked if it had no benefi t for him, he 
answered, “Well, not so much, but it will my children, and that 
is what is important.”

Now, after eighteen years, a visiting Dutch offi cial told me 
that Green Plans are so deeply rooted in Dutch political con-
sciousness that, if anything, it may be in danger of being taken 
for granted. Their nepp4 observes that with the “managerial” 
approach to solving environmental issues, the public at large 
comes to view the changes needed as technical. With a focus on 
emission reduction targets, for example, appreciation for the 
real reasons for environmental improvements dwindles. The 
Dutch nepp4 clearly (re)states the ambition in general terms: 
“Environmental policy should contribute toward a safe and 
healthy life within an attractive living environment and sur-
rounded by dynamic nature areas, without depleting natural 
resources at present, elsewhere and in the future.”15 In short, 
environmental protection underpins the quality of life.

to choose or to lose

The Dutch nepp is titled “To Choose or to Lose” in order to 
emphasize the fact that we are at the point where our very 
survival depends on the tough choices we have to make. Poli-
cies of waste will not suffi ce in the long term. Although they 
may seem to postpone disaster for a few years, the costs of 
inaction are high, or, more positively, the benefi ts of action 
may not be fully understood. “To Choose or to Lose” means 
that the Dutch understand they must choose a good long-term 
policy today if they do not want to lose out in the end. The 
nepp4’s title, “Where There’s a Will, There’s a World,” shows 
that the determination continues. Despite obstacles, setbacks, 
and inconsistencies, the challenge, the intention, and the Plan 
are moving forward.
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the philosophical basis for the nepp

The Netherlands’ comprehensive, integrated approach to en-
vironmental planning did not happen overnight. Like most 
Western countries, the Dutch fi rst began passing environmental 
legislation in the early 1970s. This fi rst wave of environmen-
tal law aimed at single issues such as regulating toxins, clean-
ing up wastes, and so on. The United States, and most of the 
world, has continued to use this single-issue approach, but in 
the 1980s, the Netherlands and a few other nations began to re-
alize that it was not working. The Dutch found that the single-
issue approach might generate a very good air-quality policy 
and still end up with a very bad waste policy, basically just 
shuffl ing problems around in the environment, like sweeping 
trash under the rug. They saw that a better future would lie in 
crossing the barrier of single-issue approaches to create an inte-
grated approach. This realization is the basis of the success of 
the Green Plan concept, that the whole package of issues needs 
to be managed all together. I believe, and the Dutch are prov-
ing, that this comprehensive approach is the way to successful 
natural-resource management for humanity’ future.

the brundtland report

The Netherlands’ earliest attempts at long-term planning were 
known as the “Indicative Multi-Year Programs” and were be-
gun in the early 1980s. There were about ten programs alto-
gether, each dealing with different issues, such as noise, soil, 
air, water, and waste, over a policy lifespan of about fi ve years. 
These plans together served as an agenda for what ought to 
happen in the near future to change the quality of life in each 
particular medium. However, even as the programs were estab-
lished, the Dutch realized that a more comprehensive, unifi ed 
approach was required. One important catalyst was the United 
Nations’ World Commission on Environment and Develop-
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ment and its 1987 report Our Common Future, better known 
as the Brundtland Report.16 This report was an important and 
clear philosophical statement that has had a major effect on the 
environmental thinking of most Western nations, and particu-
larly on the Dutch. It was not helpful in a practical way, but 
rather in forming the idea of sustainability as a concept and 
goal. That is, development that is suffi cient for our needs, but 
does not harm the environment’s carrying capacity or ability to 
renew itself, thus enabling future generations to enjoy the same 
prosperity we do.

While the fi nal Dutch nepp is distinctly its own, part of it 
was a response to the Brundtland Report. While the Brundt-
land material did not translate into practical, workable policy, 
the Dutch found the concept of sustainable development useful 
as a way of helping them set goals for environmental recovery. 
They used the Brundtland Commission’s concept of solidarity 
between generations—that is, recognizing each generation’s re-
sponsibility to manage the environment in a way that sustains 
it for the next generation. A key theme of the nepp is that each 
generation cleans up. This concept of sustainability across gen-
erations is at the core of the nepp, along with two other crucial 
components. These two components are (a) a comprehensive, 
cross-boundary approach guided by long-term quantitative tar-
gets, as I have described, and (b) the integration of environmen-
tal issues into other fi elds of policymaking.

integration of environmental issues 
into policymaking

One of the tools the Dutch used to develop their integrated ap-
proach was a century-old law called the Nuisance Act. This law 
was originally designed to deal with disturbances, such as noise 
or odors, which any human activity might create in a commu-
nity. However, it did not consider such things as noise or odors 
in terms of the environment.
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In the late 1980s, the Dutch began to transform the Nui-
sance Act into the centerpiece of their integrated approach. Its 
new form states that a single facility, such as a factory or other 
business, should be considered in terms of its total impact on 
the environment. In other words, it requires consideration of a 
facility’s impact in the context of the goals for clean air, clean 
water, clean soil, and so on, before a permit is drafted for that 
facility.

integration leads to the nepp

The eventual outcome of the move toward integration was 
the National Environmental Policy Plan, which was presented 
to parliament in its fi nal form by the Lubbers government in 
1989. The nepp contained 223 policy changes aimed at reduc-
ing pollution and establishing an economy based on sustainable 
practices. It was designed as a single, coherent, comprehensive 
policy that integrates all environmental areas and is based on 
an ecosystem approach. With the implementation of the nepp,
the Dutch no longer simply react to a single incident, but in-
stead consider what goals their society as a whole are trying to 
attain.

nepp policies cut across governmental and social lines and 
deal with all environment-related policy fi elds such as economy, 
energy, agricultural, physical planning, and so on. The nepp
deals with all sectors of society as well, based on the premise 
that all of society, not just the government, is responsible for 
cleaning up the environment and preventing pollution. Every 
single actor contributes to the problem, and therefore each is 
a stakeholder in the recovery process and is responsible for the 
solutions in proportion to its share of responsibility. This ap-
proach is fairly new to the fi eld of environmental policymak-
ing and encourages more complex and sophisticated solutions 
to environmental problems. That the nepp continues to work 
over time is evidenced in the rivm summary of 2004, which 
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notes that many groups are now getting involved in conserving 
nature, including some which before would have seemed to be 
adversaries. As the Green Plan has become a national behav-
ior habit, even developers and farmers are participating in the 
government’s environmental effort.

keeping up-to-date

Comprehensive environmental planning is a process, not a one-
time effort, and for that reason the nepp is updated every four 
years. The fi rst update was the National Environmental Policy 
Plan Plus (+), covering the years 1990 to 1994. Early in 1994,
the second version of the nepp was published. While the fi rst 
nepp set out the main objectives of Dutch environmental policy, 
the second nepp focused on carrying out the fi rst Plan’s initia-
tives and ensuring that its goals were met. Core elements of 
nepp+ included strengthening the implementation framework, 
introducing follow-up measures where targets are not being 
met, and working toward sustainable patterns of production 
and consumption. International diplomacy and issues of eco-
nomic development played a larger role in the nepp+. In March 
of 1995, parliament reviewed the nepp+ and ratifi ed it with 
overwhelming support from both parties and from all sectors 
of the public. This ongoing confi rmation by parliament is a very 
important step in securing the future of the nepp in Dutch so-
ciety.

The nepp+ was partly criticized because it did not address 
the perceived necessary changes within the economic system. 
Opposition in parliament argued that lack of progress in meet-
ing the targets was due to economic growth in many of the 
intense industry sectors of the Netherlands. Left-wing opposi-
tion argued that the growth of the steel, chemistry, glasshouse 
agriculture, intensive cattle breeding, and (freight) transport 
businesses had to be slowed down. The Dutch Cabinet did not 
adhere to that view, but promised a Policy Document on Envi-
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ronment and Economy. This document was published in 1997.
The basis for it was a strong statement in the new cabinet’s 
strategic Government Policy Agreement. It states: “[T]he future 
of our economy is more than a matter of costs. The requirement 
for sustainability changes the concept of economic growth. De-
pleting our physical environment must make way for drawing 
on our reserves of inventiveness and creativity. Economy and 
ecology must co-exist.”17 The Dutch Plan describes many imag-
inative projects for achieving more effi cient environmental pro-
duction in different sectors of the economy. More importantly it 
establishes a framework for promoting these positive examples. 
Fiscal incentives, greening the tax system, shifting taxes away 
from direct labor taxes to environmental taxation, and greening 
public procurement and investment policy were seen as the key 
instruments. They were seen as key instruments not as driven 
from a “blueprint” of the economy but to gear market dyna-
mism to eco-effi ciency and gains for both the economy and the 
environment.

The nepp3 mainly consolidated widespread and ongoing 
environmental efforts. Working parallel to the Policy Docu-
ment on Environment and Economy, it stressed the importance 
of using market dynamism to solve environmental problems. 
Getting prices right and greening the taxation system were 
key points in the nepp3. The Dutch have a remarkable track 
record on greening the taxation system. A large part of their 
tax income, almost fourteen billion euros, comes from “green 
taxes.”18 Among their green taxes is a carbon dioxide tax for 
households and small energy users, and taxes on water supply, 
waste, and uranium. Their Central Economic Planning Agency 
recommends making even more use, at the appropriate level, 
of instruments in line with market conditions, like emissions 
trading and levies.

The nepp3 analyzed the reasons for success in curbing emis-
sion trends. They found that broad public support and coop-
eration with target groups was crucial. They learned that the 
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problems most successfully tackled were relatively unequivocal 
and related to a limited number of large emission sources. For 
dispersed problems from many different sources, like pesticide 
use, success was more diffi cult to grasp. Other problems, such as 
increasing number of automobiles, were caused by the volume 
of economic growth. Their assessment was that bigger leaps in 
technological progress are needed to solve these problems. The 
nepp4 was their response to that assessment.

The nepp4 clearly marked the success of previous nepp ef-
forts and formulated a new way of dealing with the “persistent” 
economic problems that seemed hard to manage. The nepp4
concluded that many problems were well on the way to being 
solved and that continuation of the efforts guided by the nepp3
would enable meeting the 2010 targets. At the same time, it con-
cluded that some “old” problems remained hard to tackle and 
new problems kept arising. Learning from almost twelve years of 
experience of policy implementation, it was clear that the reasons 
environmental policy is necessary should be communicated with 
wider appeal. Whereas long-term targets are a crucial element of 
the Dutch management approach, they cloud the real reasons for 
effective environmental policy as a contribution to the quality of 
life and an “insurance policy” for a safe future.

The nepp4 addressed these persistent problems from a com-
prehensive view called “transition,” an approach designed to 
answer the question of how to foster the fundamental changes 
needed to ensure desired long-term environmental quality. Their 
idea of transition comes from the observation that more funda-
mental changes are needed in the way people’s needs are met. 
Small effi ciency gains are outrun by growth of volume, so the 
Dutch decided that managing whole systems, such as transport 
and energy systems, is needed.

Transition management requires that the government learn 
to deal with uncertainty, partly by using scenarios, partly by 
paying attention to the international dimension of certain pro-
cesses, and also by keeping options open as long as possible. The 
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notion of keeping options open does not refer to doing nothing 
and waiting for a magic moment in which problems are solved. 
It refers to the fact that many different technological options 
may contribute to solving the problem and that choosing one 
option might hinder the full development of other promising 
options. As government clearly is not good at picking winners, 
they had better set market conditions and establish dialogue 
with stakeholders to foster the changes needed.

Abstract as this notion of transition may seem, in practice 
the Dutch try to fi gure out how the different parts of the puz-
zle of economic, technological, sociocultural, and institutional 
changes fi t together and promote the changes needed. They pro-
mote changes not as abstract ambition but as a path to realizing 
a low-carbon energy supply, sustainable agriculture, and a life 
without health risks from chemical substances in the Nether-
lands. They also do not turn a blind eye to the rest of the world. 
They clearly defi ne their share in solving the problems that oc-
cur elsewhere and later.

The nepp4 thus continues to take a long-view approach by 
planning up to 2030, while addressing the more immediate is-
sues as well in setting quantitative and qualitative objectives 
or target groups. Even more strongly than before, the nepp4
guides these changes not only from a technical-physical per-
spective but from a comprehensive view encompassing all the 
pieces of the puzzle of societal change. I will look with interest 
to the results over the coming years.

In addition to the national Green Plan, the government has 
required each of the twelve provinces to write a plan for its 
jurisdiction, with an update every four years. Provinces in the 
Netherlands are not sovereign, as are Canada’s, but they do 
have regional jurisdiction. The provinces are, for the most part, 
responsible for the implementation and enforcement of local 
and regional environmental policies, and for keeping the gov-
ernment informed annually of the conditions they are respon-
sible for maintaining.
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flexibility is key to continued progress

Over the years, the Dutch have had to adjust to changes and 
to unexpected advances and obstacles they hadn’t considered. 
They’re dealing with a comprehensive package of all the factors 
involved in the environment, and in the economy for that mat-
ter. So it’s important to keep the overall vision in sight, because 
then you can adjust en route. Their Green Plan is stable in its 
long-term ambitions and fl exible in its implementation, with 
the demands on industry remaining consistent and transparent 
throughout the years.

Think of it this way. An inventor designs a new technology 
intending that it will work, and work well. The Dutch have 
designed their environmental Plan with the same intent. The 
planning process in many of the developed nations has become 
an excuse for not making a political decision, or for putting off 
tough decisions. However, when a government makes 223 genu-
ine policy changes, as the Dutch have done, and the voters back 
it up, and continue to back it up, as Dutch voters have done, 
the nation has made a serious commitment to change. The Plan 
moves forward, and its design gets adjusted throughout the 
years so that political, societal, and economic changes can be 
accommodated without losing sight of the fi nal ambition. Such 
a program provides an excellent model of a progressive nation 
implementing a well-functioning, working environmental plan 
leading to a sustainable society.

caveat

As a cautionary note, I think it’s important to observe that as a 
policymaker, one has to keep one’s eye on the broad view. The 
job of academics and scientists is to drill down into detail, to 
examine at the level of the “nano bit,” but in so doing they risk 
losing the whole picture. When you look in a comprehensive 
way at the total environment and take a snapshot of how it looks 
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at this one given moment, because of the very wide breadth of 
it, we have to remember that there are constant changes going 
on; even as you read this, sometimes unpredictable, sometimes 
negative, and sometimes very positive changes are happening. 
A case in point is the total shifting of gears in the practice of de-
stroying solid waste. The Dutch had been forbidden to burn it, 
since the resulting smoke was so toxic, and had become expert 
at recycling. Suddenly, new technology was developed and they 
realized they could actually fi lter the smoke from the burning. 
Now they recycle critical parts of the waste, newspapers and so 
on, and then burn the rest safely, by fi ltering the smoke and con-
verting that energy to fuel. Not long after solving their solid-
waste issues, the Dutch realized that their real waste problem 
was how to deal with greenhouse gas emissions. An example 
of an obstacle to solving this problem is that the Dutch rather 
naively thought their carbon dioxide goals could be easily ac-
complished. But they haven’t been, and it remains a problem, 
but it is problematic for everyone else too.

Cleaning up farm soils has turned out to be a lot more ex-
pensive than expected and hard to do because the Dutch had to 
develop the technology to do it. This is a great example of how 
they have learned in practice that it would have been up to ten 
times cheaper to prevent the problem in the fi rst place than to 
clean it up later.

Certain deadlines have had to be extended, but to the Dutch 
this is just part of planning. It’s not a scientifi c or technical con-
cept you’re looking at, it’s a philosophical goal down the road. 
They have twenty-fi ve years to totally recover environmental 
quality at every level. This goal makes politicians accountable, 
as success and failure is clear to everyone. The on-going debate 
about the progress and practicalities informs the course for the 
future. All the while, it is the overall plan, leading to the long-
term goal, which is important.

When dealing with a long-term goal of this magnitude, keep-
ing track along the way is crucial. Every four years they look 
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ahead as part of the preparations for a new National Environ-
mental Policy Plan. Visualizing scenarios makes them aware of 
possible obstacles and gives clear insight as to costs and ben-
efi ts. Monitoring is always done with an eye on the overall 
objectives, and as I’ve described, the stability and fl exibility of 
that long-term framework gives them room to maneuver. While 
policy goals may not necessarily need to be changed year to 
year, needed changes are seriously considered. If you keep your 
eye on the vision, the ultimate goal, then on the one hand you 
don’t give up, and on the other hand you don’t get overly enthu-
siastic; you’re just being realistic.

It takes political courage to be willing to be held so account-
able. I have never seen a government stand up and say so clearly, 
when it is the case, “We failed at this.” They are brave enough 
to reveal what they are doing, in a way that every citizen can 
easily understand, to show a line on a graph that should go 
down and does not, or is not going down as fast as you would 
like it to go down. They are very open and honest, and that 
takes a great deal of political courage.

the structure of the nepp process

The fi rst Dutch National Environmental Policy Plan analyses the 
root causes of environmental degradation in physical terms and 
outlines three particularly important mechanisms for making 
sustainability achievable: (a) integrated lifecycle management, 
(b) energy conservation, and (c) improved product quality. Gen-
eral goals in regard to these, such as doubling the lifespan of 
products and stabilizing the use of energy by the year 2000, are 
stated in the Plan.

Integrated lifecycle management goes beyond simple recy-
cling or reuse programs; it is really about closing economic 
cycles and resource-use cycles in a way that makes them sus-
tainable. There are many graphs, fl ow charts, and illustrations 
in the Plan about cycles and leaks and contributions, but what 
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it all boils down to is reducing the quantity of materials used by 
industry across the board.

Energy conservation is also essential to sustainability, since 
developed nations are now using energy at a rate that will use 
up current supplies within a few generations. The Dutch ini-
tially set aside about $385 million per year for energy conserva-
tion for the fi rst four years.19 Ideas like cogeneration, using the 
energy from production for heating purposes, are popular in 
the Netherlands.

The third mechanism is improving product quality, so that 
products themselves have a longer lifetime and are easier to 
recycle or dispose of when they are no longer usable. For ex-
ample, the Dutch government now requires the auto industry 
to take responsibility for what happens to their cars when their 
useful lives are over. Among other things, this has forced the 
manufacturers to fi gure out what can be done at the drawing-
board stage to ensure that it is easier to dispose of an old car.

It is challenges like these that bring out innovative think-
ing. For instance, Volkswagen made one small change that has 
helped a great deal. It marks all the different types of plastics 
it uses in the car, so that when it is demolished it is easy to 
tell what type of plastic the bumper is, for example, and sort 
it appropriately. This means that much more of the plastic in 
old Volkswagens can now be reused. Before, when the plastics 
were mixed, it was diffi cult and costly to reprocess them or they 
could only be used in low-quality products.

These challenges have also led to the development of innova-
tive planning tools. For instance, the Dutch government has es-
tablished a fi fty-year program for developing sustainable tech-
nology that does something called “backcasting.” Backcasting, 
a longstanding practice in management planning, looks ahead 
to a goal, to be fi nalized, say, in the year 2040, and considers 
what needs to be done to get there, how long the various steps 
will take, and then works backward to where you are, so that 
you are laying out a general path to be followed.
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The approach the Dutch have taken to tackle the remaining 
“persistent” environmental problems as laid out in their nepp4
is similar. The underlying idea is that the remaining problems 
are closely related to production and consumption processes 
for which there is no easy substitute. For these problems a long-
term goal sets the direction, and the practical steps will follow.

important principles of the first 
national environmental policy plan

There are a number of fundamental principles the Dutch have 
adopted in order to achieve sustainability, and which are incor-
porated into the fi rst nepp. These are:

 – The stand-still principle (environmental quality may not 
  deteriorate)
 – Abatement at the source (remove causes rather than ame-
  liorate effects)
 – The polluter pays principle (the user of a resource pays for 
  the negative effects of that use)
 – Prevention of unnecessary pollution
 – Application of the best practicable means (following the 
  development of abatement technology)
 – Carefully controlled waste disposal
 – Application of a two-track policy of more stringent 
  source-oriented measures on effect-oriented quality
  stan dards
 – Internalization of environmental concerns (motivating 
  people to responsible behavior)20

Some of these principles are well known and widely ac-
cepted. Planners in our own country and in other developed 
nations agree that they are important principles, but they rarely, 
if ever, apply them. Certainly their efforts are not comparable 
to what the Dutch have done in integrating all eight principles 
into one plan. Every instrument of the Dutch Plan is required to 
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take each of these principles into consideration, which is quite 
tough to carry out politically and is the reason it has not been 
done before. The Netherlands’ willingness to face such diffi cult 
political decisions shows that it and other Green Plan nations 
are for the fi rst time becoming as serious about sustainability 
and survival as the superpowers have been about economic and 
technological power.

Although the principles listed above may seem simple in the-
ory, their application is extremely complex and requires a diverse 
array of approaches to address each pollution source in the coun-
try. For example, everyone would probably agree that unnecessary 
pollution should be prevented, but what are the “best practical 
means” for achieving that? In addition, the government’s defi ni-
tion of unnecessary pollution will almost certainly be different 
from that of industry, and each side will propose a different way 
of dealing with it. This debate may prove not to be very construc-
tive as well. If legislation and permits describe the means and the 
technology to be used, one might indeed get bogged down in 
lengthy discussion and run the big risk that in the end, yesterday’s 
technology becomes tomorrow’s standard. That is why in their li-
censing the Dutch increasingly prescribe the goals to be achieved. 
They leave it to the better knowledge and technological insight of 
industry to fi nd ways to achieve these goals. With fi scal incentives 
and innovative policy they keep pushing the market not only to 
develop new technology but to use it on a wide scale.

action creates social change

The nepp4 analyzed the causes of environmental problems from 
a perspective of societal change. It identifi ed seven reasons why 
persistent problems remain unsolved. The planners concluded 
that problems can be solved, but that it doesn’t pay to solve 
them. Parties involved in an environmental issue often have in-
suffi cient interest in solving it. This happens fi rst because short-
term thinking prevails and is not suffi ciently counterbalanced 
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by incentives aimed at long-term solutions. Policy responses are 
fragmented and markets send the wrong signals. This is even 
more cumbersome as the long-term investments needed are of-
ten risky investments, given the uncertainty of future develop-
ments. This may lead to a wait-and-see attitude, sluggishness, 
and delaying tactics. As long-term costs and benefi ts are taken 
into account, all such obstacles will lead to lack of precaution.

The nepp4 attempts to tackle these problems. For example, 
principle 6 addressed the problem of “carefully controlled waste 
disposal” by creating a policy that no waste shall be exported; 
whatever is produced in the Netherlands must be taken care of 
there. This is a renunciation of the practice of some countries of 
shipping their trash to poor nations and dumping it for a fee.

Principle 7, the “two-track approach,” using both effect-
oriented and source-oriented techniques, is primarily about 
fl exibility. According to this principle, some problems are bet-
ter handled from an effect-oriented perspective, which means 
applying clean-up technology, and some are better handled by 
source-oriented means, which focus on pollution prevention.

The Dutch have largely focused their efforts on source ori-
entation, which is much more effi cient in the long run, but they 
still use many effect-oriented measures, especially in terms of 
safeguarding environmental quality standards in a specifi c area. 
Any plan or policy must comply with the water-quality stan-
dards of the water board, or with the air-quality standards, 
which are national, or with the soil protection criteria.

Another key principle is that of “internalization,” which 
means that people must consider beforehand whether or not 
any decision they make or action they take will be consistent 
with environmental policy. It is probably the hardest principle 
to apply, asking ceo’s or plant managers to take into consider-
ation all of the principles listed above in the way they deal with 
all the environmental problems on their plates. The Dutch not 
only demand this of business, the same is required of govern-
ment offi cials and their departments.
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The principles of the fi rst National Environmental Policy 
Plan underpinned many of the actions defi ned in that plan 
and continue to guide policy. Further plans laid out general 
principles in relation to the focus of that specifi c plan. The 
nepp+ very much focused on the implementation of the ac-
tions of the fi rst nepp. Successful implementation called for 
three basic conditions. First, identifi cation of a clear and com-
plete set of targets so that every sector has a consistent set 
of demands over time. The nepp+ thus expanded the target-
group approach to other sectors, and completed the set of tar-
gets and tasks for each sector where they had not yet been 
set. The second condition was to strengthen the development 
and application of technology and cleaner products as crucial 
conditions for changes needed. Last, it called for a common 
understanding of priorities for the years to come. Taking the 
differences of sectors into account, they called it “customized 
implementation.”

planning by scale and theme: 
management innovation

The Dutch use a fi ve-level model of geographic scale to pro-
vide a framework for managing environmental problems. 
This model refl ects the fact that every environmental prob-
lem originates on a particular geographic scale, and each so-
lution is also located on a specifi c geographic level, although 
they are not always the same. The fi ve scales they have de-
fi ned, which come from the scientifi c report Concern for To-
morrow, are: local, regional, fl uvial (watershed), continental, 
and global.

The National Environmental Policy Plan also sets targets 
and goals for specifi c policy issues, or “themes,” that are to 
be addressed at each geographic level. These themes also come 
from Concern for Tomorrow, which asserted that they were the 
crucial issues for the future. They include:
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– Climate change (the greenhouse effect, damage to the 
ozone layer)

– Acidifi cation
– Eutrophication
– Toxic and hazardous substance pollution
– Waste disposal (solid waste, radioactive waste, sewer-

age, soil clean-up)
– Nuisance (noise, odor, safety)
– Dehydration (water depletion and the draining of wet-

lands)
– Squandering (depletion of soil and other natural re-

sources)

An example of a problem on the global level is the issue of 
climate change. Although the Netherlands would be greatly af-
fected by global warming, with 27 percent of its countryside 
below sea level and almost 50 percent of its land less than one 
meter above sea level, it cannot solve the problem of climate 
change by itself.21 If other nations do not follow its example, 
the Netherlands is doomed. That is why it is so heavily involved 
in environmental education and negotiation at the diplomatic 
level.

Such problems as transboundary pollution from air tox-
ins are continental in scale; acidifi cation is one example. The 
nepp’s strategies to combat acidifi cation focus on enforcing 
stringent emission standards for all the sources that contribute 
to acid rain, such as auto exhaust, coal-burning plants, and so 
on. Other strategies promote reductions in neighboring coun-
tries, because most of the airborne toxins in the Netherlands 
come from somewhere else, just as many of its emissions end 
up somewhere else. If the Netherlands reduces its emissions, it 
does not help its own clean-up that much, although it does help 
Norway’s air quality.

Almost every country has problems with airborne toxins 
that drift in from other places, so international cooperation 
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on this and other environmental issues is crucial. That is why 
there are treaties like that of the un Economic Commission for 
Europe on transboundary pollution and acidifying compounds. 
This treaty covers all of Europe, dealing with these issues and 
seeing that each country does its share, and in the end everyone 
contributes and everyone benefi ts.

The Netherlands does not really have fl uvial problems apart 
from the Rhine River basin, but that is probably one of the 
biggest issues it faces. Since 1998, as part of a united effort of 
European countries to restore the Rhine as a whole ecosystem, 
the river has been returning to health. Fish have returned. Natu-
ral habitats have improved in the delta where toxins have been 
dumped for centuries, contamination levels are falling, but the 
task is diffi cult and progress is slow.

The problem of eutrophication operates on both the fl uvial 
and regional levels. Eutrophication, which is the depletion of ox-
ygen in water sources due to the accumulation of large amounts 
of nutrients, is usually caused by agricultural runoff and is a 
big problem in the intensively farmed Netherlands. Most Dutch 
farmers do not have enough land to dispose of all the manure 
produced by their animals; it must be treated or processed into 
products. Part of the nepp strategy for this theme is to get farm-
ers to cut back on the amount of fertilizer they use, but in the 
end, they may have to scale back on their numbers of livestock. 
This, in fact, is happening; the numbers of livestock have fallen 
steadily since 1980. The number of small farms has fallen off, 
and the number of large, intensive farms has increased. Nitrogen 
and phosphate deposits from agriculture have been reduced, but 
are still too high to meet European standards.

The diffusion of toxic substances in water and soil, another 
problem that operates on both the fl uvial and regional level, 
is one area in which the Dutch have not yet made a great deal 
of progress. Pesticides in groundwater and surface water have 
gone down considerably, but there has been but a slight reduc-
tion in pesticides in soil.22 Farming in the Netherlands is so 
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intensive that there has not been much support for switching 
to organic farming methods. The government is concentrating 
now on switching farmers over to less hazardous alternatives 
and convincing them to use smaller quantities of pesticides.

Much of the country’s soil is a type of clay that is quite pro-
ductive. Unfortunately, clay also holds toxic compounds longer 
than do sandy soils, and that creates another set of problems. 
It means that the active compounds in pesticides will trickle 
down to the groundwater level, and eventually to the drinking 
water—and some compounds have a lifetime of twenty to thirty 
years. The Netherlands is encountering drinking-water prob-
lems now from substances used decades ago. These are diffi cult 
to clean up, and while progress is being made, the target dates 
have had to be extended.

There are also local problems, like odor and noise, which 
are important issues in the Netherlands because its population 
is so dense. However, from 1995 to 2004, noise reduction has 
improved by just one point, reducing from 44 percent to 43 per-
cent of people aged eighteen or older bothered by the noise.23

“Stench pollution” however has gone down four points in that 
time, from 18 percent to 14 percent.24 Other local problems in-
clude indoor environmental pollutants such as asbestos, form-
aldehyde, and secondhand smoke.

The nepp sets specifi c targets for pollution reductions for 
each theme and at each geographic level. On the fl uvial level it 
aims for 70 to 90 percent reduction in emissions of eutrophic 
or poorly degradable substances by 2010, while on the regional 
level it calls for a 70 to 90 percent reduction of eutrophic, acidi-
fying, and nondegradable substances. The size of the waste 
stream is also to be reduced.

By 2012, only two billion kilos of waste that cannot be 
burned may be dumped in a landfi ll. Dumped waste has gone 
down from fourteen billion kilos in 1990 to three billion kilos 
in 2003. Recycling has gone up from 55 percent to 80 percent 
in the same period.25
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According to the rivm’s Environmental Balance 2004, emis-
sions of most pollutants have fallen in recent decades, and air 
and water quality has improved considerably. Yet, in most 
cases, improvement will not be enough to meet the European 
targets for 2010. However, efforts toward climate renewable 
energy and emissions of ammonia and waste management are 
currently on target.

If each theme, or problem area, has an appropriate level of 
scale, so do each of the actions to be taken in response. For ex-
ample, a problem could have global effects, but if there is only 
one source, like an accident at a nuclear reactor, then action 
should be taken at the local level. Rather than treating people 
for radioactive fallout, it would make far more sense to go to 
the source of the problem and stop the emissions from the reac-
tor.

The instruments chosen should also be more or less deter-
mined by the scale of the problem as well as the nature of the 
solution. For example, there is no point in putting money into 
demonstration projects on climate change; it makes more sense 
to come up with treaties that require every country to cut its 
emissions a certain amount by such and such a time.

the target groups

In creating the nepp, the government wanted to tailor its poli-
cies to those social sectors that contributed the most to the prob-
lems listed above. Therefore, it selected a set of target groups, 
most of which are composed of industries in various sectors, 
that were carefully chosen on the basis of the contributions they 
make to one or more of the themes.

The key target groups are: agriculture, traffi c and transport, 
industry, the energy sector, building trade, consumers and the 
retail trade, the environmental trade (water suppliers, the waste 
sector), research and education, and public organizations. Some 
of the business-related target groups have been broken down 
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even further into specifi c business categories, such as the basic 
metals industry, the packaging industry, and the printing indus-
try. The government has set both general and specifi c goals for 
these groups.

Much of the Netherlands’ environmental policy is set by 
means of signed agreements reached between the government 
and representatives of the various target groups. Often industry 
representatives are allowed to determine the most effi cient way 
to reach the goals set by the scientists, rather than the govern-
ment imposing rules that might or might not work.

Long-term goals for each target group are not negotiable, but 
the methods for getting there are negotiable. The long-term per-
spective is a very important element of the nepp approach, and it 
has been so successful that just about every goal in “To Choose 
or to Lose” has the blessing of the industries concerned, although 
there is plenty of fi ghting over the short-term methods.

The government has encouraged companies within each 
group to organize their efforts in a trade association to make 
negotiating and policymaking easier and more effi cient. The 
government realized that if it wanted industry’s active coopera-
tion toward environmental goals it would have to make it easier 
for businesses to work with government. To accomplish this, it 
appointed a “target-group manager” for each target group as 
an offi cial in the Ministry of the Environment to whom busi-
nesses can bring all their questions and problems regarding 
environmental issues. The effi ciency of this “one mailbox” ap-
proach is common to the Green Plan nations. It secures busi-
nesses’ initial cooperation and convinces them to compromise 
on a wider range of issues.

There’s a saying that there are many parents for any success. 
In this case there are many “parents” who deserve to be com-
mended, including the government, business, and the nongov-
ernmental organizations (ngos). The business leadership, for 
example, believe that they were the essential element that has 
led to the defi nition and emergence of the success of the nepp,



120 | assessing green plans in action

and to a great degree that seems to be true. Business provided 
the initial leadership in many phases. The decision was a break 
from the narrow practice of close cooperation with certain eco-
nomic entities, which prefer to ignore environmental problems. 
Here in the United States, business remains in the grip of such 
entities, in particular the Chamber of Commerce, with the sup-
port of the fossil fuel interests. In the Dutch success, however, 
instead of holding back environmental progress, business pro-
vided a remarkable example of leadership. They had the experi-
ence as managers, and they could put the structure together in a 
workable form, which is why the nepp idea is so effective. It is 
a management concept that really works.

I believe such plans will work in the United States and other 
developed nations because the management concept works and 
is proving itself successful, as well as leading toward sustain-
ability. However, currently, U.S. business is frustrated by old-
style environmental regulations and laws. There is no lack of 
distrust between industry and government, and between indus-
try and environmental groups. In fact, this distrust is profes-
sionally fanned by economic interest groups who want to make 
sure industry doesn’t step back and reveal that a program like 
the one in Holland would be to their advantage here. While 
visiting a U.S. state capital, one of my Dutch guests once ob-
served that the Environmental Protection Agency and Chamber 
of Commerce buildings were literally on opposite sides of the 
street. It struck him as a very visual symbol of money and inge-
nuity being spent on litigation and delaying tactics rather than 
solving problems jointly, in a timely and cost-effective manner, 
with mutual recognition of different interests.

This same visitor noted that sometimes, while he sees prom-
ising signs in the United States, more often he is discouraged 
to see that when proactive industries step forward, they are 
blocked by the federal government. The proactive industries rec-
ognize that pursuing an environmental agenda is in their inter-
est and that creativity and ingenuity can be applied to problems 
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like climate change, but the current administration’s directives 
hinder cooperation to this end. Rather than designing well-bal-
anced policies that offer environmental improvement without 
undermining the interests of business, it seems that policy in 
the United States is designed to support the interests of those 
friendly to the government and detrimental to the environment. 
He asked me what could be done to get business out of the de-
fensive litigating mode and into a constructive proactive mode 
that is rewarded by policy. I referred him back to the example 
of the Dutch, and I suggested that time and new elections will 
bring positive changes too.

green plans bring seemingly 
opposing interests together

Green Plans offer a workable alternative to the old command-
and-control method of establishing and enforcing rules. While 
approach was useful in developing our nations, as sometimes 
happens, better discoveries and improved methods, such as the 
Dutch Green Plans, have recently evolved. With the present 
complexity of our economy and industries and the intercon-
nected nature of it all, a new, comprehensive model is an im-
provement. Now, while rules are still in place, greater fl exibility 
has advantages as shown by the Green Plan–nation models. 
Arguably the biggest factor behind the success of the existing 
Green Plans has been the willingness of businesses to sit down 
and negotiate environmental quality goals and regulations, and 
their willingness to cooperate in putting together a comprehen-
sive plan. In return, nations that adopt these comprehensive en-
vironmental strategies will need to help their industries make 
the changes and maintain their competitiveness. The long-term 
framework allows time for meeting the new demands and stan-
dards. Because they operate with such an open exporting econ-
omy, the Dutch keep a very close eye on cost-effectiveness and a 
level playing fi eld for their industries vis-à-vis their competitors. 
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However, it has not led them to deny problems, delay solutions, 
or downplay ambitious policy.

On the microeconomic level, the Dutch do expect shifts in 
some industries and in the beginning expected to allow some 
companies to go under, simply because their business is so de-
structive to the environment that the country no longer wants 
it. Thus far, however, the government knows of no businesses 
that have moved to another country or gone bankrupt because 
of environmental policies.

One of the great advantages to this type of planning ap-
proach is that it ensures a relatively stable regulatory environ-
ment. As I have said, the Netherlands’ environmental policy 
may be demanding, but it does not spring any sudden surprises 
on business. Another competitive advantage the nepp approach 
offers to business is advancement in the fi eld of environmental 
technology. In many cases, their companies are on the cutting 
edge of environmentally sound products and practices, because 
of the nepp’s strict requirements, and the international market 
for these technologies is rapidly growing.

The target-group approach to business is a major innovation 
in environmental policy setting, epitomizing the new type of 
government-business partnerships that Green Plans promise.

nonindustrial target groups

Not all of the nepp target groups are entirely composed of busi-
nesses; some include individuals in their roles as consumers, 
while others include educational and research institutions, or 
environmental organizations. These nonindustrial target groups 
pose their own challenges for the government in terms of devel-
oping strong, realistic policies.

For instance, trying to reach consumers as a group, in the way 
they consume products and services that have a specifi c impact 
on the environment, is very different from communicating with 
other target groups. It is not possible to sit down with individual 
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consumers to negotiate a relationship, as can be done with indus-
try, and consumer groups do not represent consumers in the same 
way a trade association represents its member companies.

One way the Netherlands government has reached out to 
consumers is through a massive public information campaign. 
Although the general public has long been aware that the Neth-
erlands has serious environmental problems, they did not know 
specifi cally what was wrong or the sources of the problems. 
They certainly did not realize that they, themselves, were con-
tributing to the problem in the way they used energy and water, 
or did not separate their waste.

To correct this, several years ago the government established 
a public information program, using magazines, television, ra-
dio, billboards, and leafl ets in public libraries and post offi ces. 
The campaign took place in three parts. The fi rst focused on 
awakening a general awareness that there was a problem, the 
second indicated specifi cally what the problems were, and the 
third concentrated on the actions each individual could take to 
correct the problems.

Some remarkable surveys were done and the results in-
dicated that a large percentage of consumers were willing to 
do things for the environment because government asked it of 
them. A very large group was convenience oriented, but willing 
to change if changes were made easy. Only a small percent-
age was inspired by the intrinsic value of nature itself. There 
have been recent studies of citizens’ priorities showing that en-
vironmental continue to rank high. The Netherlands Ministry 
of Housing, Spatial Planning, and the Environment (vrom) es-
tablished a policy program to involve citizens more closely in 
policy formulation.

This last element of the program focuses on changing the 
day-to-day behavior of the average citizen to a much greater 
extent than has been attempted before. They are trying to instill 
a commitment to stewardship and are giving people the infor-
mation and tools needed to act on that commitment.
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To provide more information to the consumer, the govern-
ment has adopted programs such as eco-labeling for environ-
mentally friendly products and logos that identify how certain 
products must be disposed of. The Environmental Advertising 
Code came into force in 1991, forbidding misleading claims 
about the environmental friendliness of products.

The Dutch have another target group made up of societal 
groups, primarily environmental nongovernmental organi-
zations. Labor unions and employer associations are also in-
cluded in these ngos. In the Netherlands, as well as in a few 
other European countries and in Canada, some of these organi-
zations are partially funded by the government to perform their 
roles as advisors and critics. They play their roles as critics quite 
well, even though they get some government money; and these 
groups have no problem suing the government when they think 
it is necessary. Of course, the relationship is not just adversarial; 
ngos also provide advice and education. I met some represen-
tatives of Netherlands environmental groups at the Rio Earth 
Summit, and they were very proud of their country’s efforts. 
They were also puzzled at the lack of progress from pressure 
by the U.S. environmental movement, noting that we seemed to 
put most of our energy into buying land to preserve it instead.

Research institutions and educational organizations have 
also been identifi ed as a target group and asked to adopt pro-
grams that refl ect the intensifi ed need for environmental re-
search and policymaking.

monitoring and updating

One of the nepp’s management strengths is its built-in mecha-
nism for careful monitoring of progress and setbacks, and for 
the frequent updating of goals and strategies based on this infor-
mation. The basis of the long-term effort is the nepp plan itself, 
a four-hundred-page document detailing all the myriad policy 
changes, and which is updated every four years. These four-year 
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updates are based on forecasting reports by the rivm, focusing 
on projections of what will happen down the road using sce-
narios to explore possible economic and societal developments. 
The National Institute for Public Health and the Environment’s 
(rivm) ongoing evaluation of the whole process and program 
is another huge factor in the Dutch success. The information 
they release is trusted by the public. The rivm reports address 
the question of whether targets will be met given the expected 
economic development in the different scenarios and given the 
planned and agreed policy. Equally important, they assess pos-
sible additional measures by examining the cost-effectiveness of 
all possible measures. Furthermore, they ask such questions as: 
Should new themes be added? Are there new problems emerg-
ing that need to be addressed?

In the second year of any four-year period, a report card 
on the Plan is published. These report cards are more refl ec-
tive, looking at what is actually happening and what the im-
plications are for future policy. The fi rst report card came out 
in 1992, and was a remarkable document, 533 pages long. It 
looked at such questions as how the Plan is being enforced and 
how the different measures are contributing to the ultimate goal 
of solving the problem. These reports are the outside control 
on what the government is doing. Although the government 
pays for the reports, the research institute that actually does the 
reporting is independent and highly respected, and is the same 
one that wrote Concern for Tomorrow. Regular outside audits 
of its programs give a government a strong management advan-
tage, because every time a manager or offi cial signs a document, 
he or she knows that it is going to be held up to daylight some-
time within the next year, when the reviews are done. Results 
tend to improve when the people in charge know that they will 
be held accountable for their decisions.

The honesty of the Netherlands’ monitoring and reporting 
continues to be remarkable. The fi rst four-year nepp update 
clearly refl ects the complexity of the situation and the impor-
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tance of the Plan’s comprehensiveness. The government manages 
to deal with the entire package, functioning at a level of thinking 
that we in the United States have not even begun to comprehend. 
The update exposes the scientifi c truth of what is really happen-
ing under the program, both good and bad, and there have been 
plenty of examples of both. Honesty and commitment is part 
of the reason the public is so strongly behind the Netherlands’ 
Plan, why it understands and has confi dence in it.

innovations spring from a 
comprehensive approach

The comprehensive approach has allowed the Dutch to cre-
ate some innovative new programs. One that has caught the 
world’s attention is the fl ooding of a part of the farmland they 
drained a century ago.26 Previously known for building dikes 
rather than breaching them, the Dutch plan to eventually re-
store about six hundred thousand acres of wetlands, with the 
dual goals of halting the fall of their water table and returning 
the land to the wildlife that once lived there.

They also have an ambitious plan to plant thousands of 
acres of forest, as part of their objective to eventually be self-
suffi cient in timber and to make a contribution to the reduction 
of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. Wildlife habitat will be 
expanded too. These kinds of large-scale projects would be next 
to impossible without a comprehensive and integrated plan, be-
cause they involve several ministries.

Cleaning contaminated soil is another fresh approach the 
Dutch have adopted. There are serious dangers to environmen-
tal health from contaminated soil, where the pollutants have 
exceeded what is safe for growing crops, or where the toxins 
have leached into the groundwater. One of the fi rst initiatives 
the government undertook in partnership with business was to 
list all sites where the soil had been contaminated and to de-
velop plans for cleaning them up. Although it is a costly pro-
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cess, it will have to be handled as part of their overall budget 
planning. In the past, the government has funded most of the 
soil treatment, but in the coming years, polluters and users will 
contribute more to the costs.

It is encouraging to realize that, while it is not possible to 
create new soil, it may be possible to clean up soil that has 
been contaminated. We should never forget that a civilization 
depends on the vitality of its soil. Although it would have been 
ten times cheaper to have prevented soil contamination in the 
fi rst place, the Dutch now face a bill of eighteen billion euros 
for the total cleanup of their soil. They will not be able to 
succeed with the problem by 2023, and the goal has been 
postponed to 2030. Those who caused the problem, own the 
soil, or have it on lease will pay for 75 percent of the costs of 
cleaning up. In 2002 this percentage was met in soil cleanup in 
cities. Outside of cities, 55 percent of the costs are paid by pri-
vate parties. Another example of the government’s innovative 
thinking is its agreement with the car manufacturers of Europe. 
In this agreement, auto manufacturers take responsibility for 
making sure that their cars are disposed of in ways that will 
have the least impact on the environment. This is a lifecycle 
management approach and, as mentioned above, has led to 
such innovations as Volkswagen’s clear marking of plastic car 
parts for recycling.

The nepp’s target-group approach has in particular yielded 
some unexpected and very encouraging benefi ts. For example, 
the energy distribution target group produced an environmen-
tal action plan that achieved 90 percent of its carbon-dioxide 
reduction-target in its fi rst year and subsequently set for itself 
even more ambitious goals.27 A number of other industries have 
also chosen to set more ambitious targets for themselves than 
those required by the nepp.

In some cases, the target-group approach has led to greater 
cooperation among industries in order to reach environmental 
goals. One example is the packaging industry, where manufac-
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turers, importers, distributors, and retailers have joined forces 
to increase their effi ciency in achieving the targets required of 
them.

The Dutch have also encountered setbacks, of course. They 
were not able to reach their initial goals for carbon-dioxide re-
ductions. Reasons include the greatly reduced price of energy in 
recent years that has encouraged the number of cars to increase 
at a greater rate than they had anticipated, and has also allowed 
people to keep driving less fuel-effi cient cars. They are consider-
ing imposing a carbon tax, but prefer to do so in conjunction 
with other members of the European Union. The Netherlands’ 
carbon tax will be bolstered by a new carbon-based tax on 
packaging, the fi rst of its kind in Europe.



It is fi tting that a historically progressive nation such as New 
Zealand, which was the fi rst country to give women the right to 
vote, has launched an effective Green Plan.

In 1991, following nearly a decade of economic restructuring 
along the lines of Reaganomic-Thatcherism, New Zealand en-
acted a model of environmental policy, a Green Plan, called the 
Resource Management Act (rma). The rma was a remarkable 
achievement, primarily for three reasons. First, it was based on 
the desire to maintain a high level of quality of life for the resi-
dents of New Zealand. Second, it made major, almost revolu-
tionary, changes in government. The rma entirely restructured 
New Zealand’s resource agencies and laws around the premise 
of what they term “sustainable management.”1 Finally the rma,
which was introduced to the public through a broad program 
of public education, raised the level of public awareness and 
involvement in the process of reform.

Like the Netherlands, New Zealand has shifted away from 
precise regulation of how resources are to be used. Instead, they 
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regulate the effects of such use, or how such use will impact the 
environment. Unlike the Dutch, who, because of the state of 
their environment, developed a system that focuses on the re-
covery levels they want to achieve, New Zealand’s Plan focuses 
on the underlying philosophy. With the rma and its philoso-
phy of sustainable management, New Zealand has developed 
a carefully thought-out framework for structuring what all its 
present and future decisions should be regarding resource man-
agement, its values, goals, and considerations.

The momentum for New Zealand’s Plan came in part from 
the public’s angry reaction to an earlier administration’s push 
for massive development. In the late 1970s and early 1980s the 
then minister of energy began promoting development in the 
form of “Think Big” projects, including a series of energy-re-
lated projects such as a synthetic gas-to-gasoline plant, a meth-
anol plant, and a major dam on one of New Zealand’s wild 
and scenic rivers. In order to secure his ambitions, this min-
ister passed the National Development Act, which made him 
the fi nal decision maker on these projects, barring or limiting 
local governments, courts, and the public from decision-making 
processes. The public so disliked the proposal that in the next 
election the more environmentally oriented Labor Party came 
to power, intent on changing and upgrading New Zealand’s en-
vironmental laws. The National Development Act was repealed 
and the movement toward Green Plans got underway.

Geoffrey Palmer, the new deputy prime minister, who later 
became prime minister, appointed himself as minister of the 
environment. This dual authority, and a special committee he 
established comprised of the key ministers of fi nance, local gov-
ernment, commerce, energy, and transport, gave the govern-
ment considerably more power to make major environmental 
reforms. The parliamentary select committee took this process 
to its third reading (or vote) by parliament and was instrumen-
tal in the defi nition and passage of the rma. The process took 
a great deal of time, though, and despite bipartisan support for 
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the rma in parliament, Palmer and his colleagues were unable 
to pass it into law before the general election. The dream had to 
be carried over into the next parliament.

The new, conservative National Party government was ini-
tially concerned that the reforms did not represent an adequate 
balance between the environment and the economy. However, 
the public and the new prime minister’s political backers, includ-
ing his minister for the environment, were solidly behind the re-
form process and the held-over bill (rma), so when he proposed 
backing off the Plan, the voters howled. Being a wise politician, 
he went with the voters, and his new government took up the 
legislation and even made slight improvements before passing it 
in 1991. This success is signifi cant for political theory.

New Zealand, like Holland, has been exemplary in the way 
it successfully launched its Green Plans. In Holland, it was in-
dustry’s leadership that infl uenced the change to try to work 
in a better way. In New Zealand, it was forwarded by broad 
public support created in constant discussions regarding what 
the legislation should contain. The public in each country had 
a different traditional role. In the Netherlands, where the gov-
ernment tends to be comfortably oriented from the top down, 
people elect their offi cials, trust their decisions, and if they don’t 
work well, throw them out of offi ce. In New Zealand there 
is far greater ongoing involvement on the part of the voters, 
including a parliamentary select committee process (similar to 
our Senate hearings), with sessions also held outside their capi-
tal, where people can present their written submissions on pro-
posed legislation.

So with the new government agreeing, the rma was reintro-
duced in parliament (reintroduced because, as I said, the previ-
ous government had spent so much time trying to perfect the 
Act that it never made it to a fi nal vote). It passed with fl ying 
colors, supported by both liberal and conservative politicians 
as well as a broad cross-section of the public. Having enjoyed 
the leadership of both major parties, it will be diffi cult for a 
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new government to stop the program now, even if it wanted to, 
although change over time is inevitable. Over the years, as new 
problems have arisen and new information has been gathered, 
there have been changes, and there will be more, but the overall 
purpose of recovering environmental quality is fi rmly planted 
and growing stronger in New Zealand society.

new zealand’s environment

New Zealand is an island nation about the size of the state of 
California and located in the South Pacifi c Ocean. Many rare 
plants and animals evolved there in isolation from the larger land 
masses, including many fl ightless birds. When the fi rst humans, 
the Maori, landed in New Zealand about a thousand years ago, 
approximately 80 percent of the country was forested.

Although the Maori initially burned some areas of the coun-
try, causing bird extinctions, when the Europeans arrived about 
150 years ago, about two-thirds of the original forest cover re-
mained. Since the arrival of the Europeans, much of the remain-
ing original forest has been cut or burned. The Europeans also 
turned much of the land to pasture or farming, built towns and 
roads, and introduced new plants and animals, all of which has 
had signifi cant impacts on the country’s ecosystems.

Most of the population of New Zealand is based in urban 
centers and while the economy is largely rural, the population’s 
attitudes and lifestyles are primarily urban. At the same time, 
New Zealand’s current major industries—farming, forestry, 
horticulture, fi shing, minerals extraction, and, more recently, 
tourism—are highly resource dependent.2

new zealand’s environmental problems

Fortunately, most of New Zealand’s environmental problems 
have not yet reached the level of many Northern Hemisphere 
countries. This is due in part to its smaller population, and also 
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to its relative lack of heavy industry. New Zealand has relied 
on its resource-based economy rather than on heavy industry, 
trading for the industrial products it needs.

This resource-based economy, instead of an industrial eco-
nomic base, has led to different types of environmental prob-
lems caused by pressures put on the resources. For example, 
instead of having the air, water, and soil contaminated by waste 
from mismanaged steel plants, New Zealand’s environment has 
been damaged by poor practices in the farming and forestry 
industries, and from the introduction of nonindigenous species 
into its ecosystems. Let’s turn to a discussion of some specifi c 
areas of environmental concern.

Agriculture

As in other developed nations, unsustainable agriculture has 
been a problem for New Zealand. Modern agricultural prac-
tices such as monoculture and the heavy use of fertilizers, 
pesticides, machinery, and irrigation have all had a negative 
impact on the country’s soil, water, species diversity, and natu-
ral ecosystems. Until recently, New Zealand’s main industry 
was livestock farming, primarily sheep. Sheep monoculture 
can be very hard on farmland, particularly with New Zea-
land’s emphasis on high levels of production, and especially 
on marginal farmland with a high risk of erosion. Despite the 
negative impacts, the government once subsidized the practice 
of clearing marginal land in order to raise more sheep. The 
decision in early 1984 to end farm subsidies brought needed 
changes. It came abruptly and ended nearly twenty years of 
government support for land, livestock, fertilizer, and credit. 
Farmers adapted to the change by tightening their belts, laying 
off workers, discontinuing capital expenditures, and generally 
scaling back. The result has been that operating expenses fell 
by about 30 percent from 1984 to 1996, which would seem to 
indicate increased effi ciency.
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Soil

Some of New Zealand’s most serious problems involve threats 
to soil, including erosion, loss of fertility, compaction, pollu-
tion, fl ooding, and urban encroachment. About 50 percent 
of the country’s land area shows signs of erosion; of this, ap-
proximately half is slightly eroded, the other half moderately 
to severely eroded. Some of the severe erosion in mountainous 
regions is due to natural causes.

Forest

Among other values ranging from utilitarian timber to peace 
of mind, forests represent a key element in the prevention of 
erosion. Under the Forests Act, instigated in 1949 and amended 
in 1993, indigenous timber can only be produced from forests, 
which are managed sustainably and according to the require-
ments of ecological balance.3

Biodiversity

Wildlife and biodiversity are especially signifi cant indicators of 
New Zealand’s environmental quality. New Zealand’s indigenous 
plants and animals are of international importance because many 
primitive life forms have survived there. However, many of these 
native species are threatened or endangered, approximately 18
percent of vertebrates and 16 percent of native fl owering plants; 
and the extinction rate is reportedly among the world’s highest. 
In fact, decline in indigenous biodiversity has been called “New 
Zealand’s most pervasive environmental issue” in the state of New 
Zealand’s environmental report. In an attempt to prevent further 
decline, and in recognition of the importance of New Zealand’s 
unique and varied species to the world, New Zealand launched 
a Biodiversity Strategy in 2000. This Strategy is designed to help 
New Zealand conserve its precious species through conservation 
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and sustainable management. New Zealand recognizes that the 
quality of its natural environment and its wealth of fl ora and 
fauna is important to its international reputation and trade op-
portunity. To New Zealand, preservation of species makes eco-
nomic as well as aesthetic sense.4

Fish and Shellfi sh

Although a valuable resource, fi sh and shellfi sh face decline 
because of overexploitation in the past. Due to inadequate 
regulatory systems, some types of fi sh and shellfi sh have been 
overexploited and related fi sheries are declining. Environmen-
tal factors including toxic algae blooms, mystery viruses, bacte-
rial contamination, and various diseases, including the recent 
“black rot,” continue to contribute to the damage of fi sh, shell-
fi sh, and even sea birds, seals, and penguins.5

Wetlands

Development has devastated wetlands; and drainage, reclama-
tion, and pollution have taken their toll as well. Waste manage-
ment practices are another problem for New Zealand. With a 
small population, volumes of waste have been low, and landfi ll 
sites have been chosen for convenience rather than for ecologi-
cal reasons. It is becoming diffi cult to fi nd suitable new sites in 
and around the major urban areas. Currently, the target set by 
the Ministry of Environment for organic waste reduction is for 
the diversion of 95 percent of commercial organic wastes from 
landfi ll to benefi cial use by 2010.6

the political basis of the 
resource management act

Political courage is a critical element to an idea like Green Plans, 
the success of which really provides a political science lesson. 
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In all three countries, the Netherlands, New Zealand, and Sin-
gapore, there were government offi cials who took a progressive 
and courageous position in launching these ideas. The process 
of changing New Zealand’s environmental laws began in 1988.
Both government and citizens realized that they had been pass-
ing laws for a hundred years or more that were overlapping, 
contradictory, unclear, or riddled with gaps. The laws simply 
were not accomplishing the purpose of protecting the country’s 
natural resources.

The New Zealand government realized it was pointless to 
try to reform this tangle of regulations and interventions piece 
by piece, and so they decided to start over. It initiated a three-
phase review process, to be conducted by the government with 
participation from all segments of society. The phases were: (a) 
to ask and answer the question of whether there should be a 
law for the management of natural and physical resources, and 
which resources should be included; (b) to look at options for 
achieving the objectives defi ned in the fi rst phase, and to choose 
the best means; and (c) to develop specifi c policies and draft 
appropriate laws.7

The process of public review was remarkably thorough, pos-
sibly as thorough as any undertaken by any democratic nation 
in history. It involved all sectors of the public and took at least 
three years, leaving no stone unturned. Hundreds of meetings 
were held throughout the country in all major cities. After the 
hearings, the fi eld team would go back to the home offi ce and 
discuss its fi ndings.

To facilitate communication, the government established a 
toll-free phone number and elicited considerable discussion on 
television and radio. Altogether, the government received more 
than fi ve thousand responses from the public. The result was a 
broad-based consensus on goals and the best means for achiev-
ing them. From that consensus came a single, coherent, consis-
tent law, the Resource Management Act, which took effect on 
October 1, 1991.
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New Zealand’s form of government itself facilitated its envi-
ronmental law reform. It has a unicameral legislature; that is, it 
has only one house. The leader of the majority party becomes 
prime minister, and the cabinet of twenty or so ministers is also 
chosen from the majority party. There is no written constitution 
and no federal system of provinces. The executive can therefore 
make major changes to laws relatively quickly; this is how the 
rma was created.

New Zealand’s small, largely homogenous population also 
made it easier to achieve the kind of consensus needed to en-
act radical reforms. The government review process discussed 
above built public support for the rma, creating a national 
consensus. Although public education is still needed, most of 
the population now understands the importance of sustainable 
management of resources. The government policy is to continue 
providing as much information as possible to the people, so 
they will see what the program is accomplishing and what ac-
tions are necessary on their part.

Several infl uential social groups in New Zealand played 
particularly crucial roles in the creation of its Green Plan, and 
continue to play equally large roles in its implementation. One 
of these is the Maori, citizens of Polynesian heritage and the 
country’s fi rst human inhabitants. The Maori were entirely de-
pendent on natural resources and they found they had to adopt 
sustainable practices in order to survive.8

The Maori have been granted rights as indigenous people 
that are different from the entitlements of other citizens, par-
ticularly in terms of resources. For this reason, the management 
structure of the rma has a component that deals directly with 
the Maori as a distinct political constituency. Maoris also have 
a well-organized tribal structure and their own representatives 
in the national parliament, and it is the government’s intention 
that tribal authorities be consulted regarding resource manage-
ment issues. In addition to the existence of a Maori electoral roll 
and electorates there is now a new political party (the Maori 
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Party) established in 2004 following the government’s moves 
to curtail Maori claims to the foreshore and seabed. It has one 
Member of Parliament, formerly a Labor Party mp elected to 
one of the Maori electorates.

Business groups also played an important role in enacting 
the rma and are playing an even larger role in its implementa-
tion. As in most countries, New Zealand’s business community 
tends to be conservative, and was initially suspicious of the Act, 
but from the outset the government included key trade asso-
ciations of each industry, particularly the primary industries, 
in the planning process. Far from having the rma imposed on 
them, these groups took part in the process of creating it. Since 
2000, some business interests, such as the Auckland Chamber 
of Commerce and Employers and Manufacturers Association, 
continue to express antagonism to the Plan, while others, such 
as the New Zealand Business Council for Sustainability, have 
embraced the concept of sustainability.

Early in the process, I spoke with the representative of a cross-
sectional association of forty resource-using companies, who took 
the most aggressive stance I have heard from a business leader any-
where. He told me that business interests had at fi rst fought the 
reforms, but realized in the end that they had to make a total com-
mitment; they had to work together to establish a major environ-
mental statement for the nation and really make a difference for 
the future. They came to realize, he told me, that their old behavior 
of approaching government from a self-interested perspective had 
not worked. One timber company would manage to change the 
rules to its benefi t, then a trucking company would come along 
and have the rules changed again. This manipulation to benefi t 
narrow interests went on to some degree even when companies 
banded together in trade associations, because they were still op-
erating from a completely self-interested position. Seeing this, the 
companies in this association decided to do the idealistic thing and 
support the adoption of sound environmental practices, under 
which all businesses would be treated the same.
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An interesting additional insight from those meetings was, as 
one of the participants pointed out to me, that while there were 
participants from a broad sector of New Zealand’s industries, 
there were no real-estate development representatives in these 
meetings. They had chosen to oppose the Green Plan idea. They 
didn’t like planning. So, as he said, they just kind of booted 
them out. This is similar to what I’ve observed in many rural 
counties in the United States. This is a predominately limiting 
factor for environmental planning success. It’s a condition that 
has been ignored or not seen; and until industries understand 
that comprehensive environmental quality allows them greater 
effi ciency, it’s unlikely to improve. That means there are al-
ways opponents in any free society, attempting to bring about 
changes in the direction that they favor. In the United States for 
instance, real-estate development is very powerful, particularly 
in rural areas—to the detriment of the nation. But that too will 
change.

One reason that it was relatively easy for the government 
to get the leaders of trade associations to agree to work with it 
on resource issues is that New Zealand’s economy depends so 
heavily on natural resources. It was particularly successful in 
enlisting farmers, who represent New Zealand’s largest indus-
try. The farm industry was at the point where it saw the eco-
nomic advantage in sustainable production, and in some cases 
it has gone beyond government requirements by setting higher 
standards of environmental quality.

The Federated Farmers, the farming industry’s primary as-
sociation, came to realize that environmental sustainability 
was not only the key to survival, but also a great marketing 
advantage. High-quality meat, dairy, and produce raised with-
out large quantities of fertilizers and pesticides are attractive 
to many consumers in countries like the United States, particu-
larly if it costs less. New Zealand can produce these foods more 
cheaply than most countries because it has lower energy inputs 
for agriculture.
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Nonprofi t environmental groups also played an impor-
tant role in drafting the rma by participating in negotiations 
throughout the years it took to develop the Act. However, as 
befi ts the diverse nonprofi t environmental movement today, 
some of the groups have remained skeptical, playing the role of 
critics. Compromises have had to be made when creating and 
implementing a complex law like this, and it has been impor-
tant to have watchdogs to keep up the pressure for improve-
ments and alert the public to any defects.

Environmental groups have also helped the process along by 
public education. In New Zealand, the government has a pro-
gram of environmental grants, which gives funds to environ-
mental groups to establish and maintain educational programs 
in communities across the country. Tax laws in New Zealand 
don’t give a benefi t to the donor when money is given to a non-
profi t, as is done in the United States, so they are leaner fi nan-
cially. One observation is that many nonprofi t organizations get 
funding from whatever sources they can, including government. 
While that has worked well in the Dutch case, in New Zealand 
there is a problem in that these nonprofi ts will be competing 
for grants. In addition, those who will be giving them grants 
are inside government and inclined to fund organizations for 
which they have an affi nity; and they will tend to fund outfi ts 
that are likely to be gentle in their criticism toward them later. 
The really important critics are not likely seen as suitable. So it 
isn’t foolproof.

the philosophic basis of the 
resource management act

Two key themes of Green Plans are comprehensiveness and in-
tegration. The rma represents a truly radical break from tra-
ditional approaches to environmental planning. At its core are 
two key philosophical differences. The fi rst, which it shares 
with the plans of both the Netherlands and Singapore, is the 
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move from a narrow, piecemeal approach to a more compre-
hensive and integrated view of resource management. The sec-
ond difference is the concept of sustainable management as the 
structuring principle behind the country’s environmental laws 
and policies.

In the past, like many other countries, New Zealand ap-
proached the management of resources as a technological chal-
lenge geared to solving one problem or one need, and would 
plan, for example, to build levees to stop fl oods or irrigation 
systems to supply arid regions. However, like other countries, it 
found that approach seriously fl awed, often causing more prob-
lems than it solved.

For instance, they would deal with a fl ooding problem by 
looking at only one part of the picture—the area in which the 
river fl oods—and then building levees and dams to control it. In 
the long run, that was more expensive, less effective, and more 
environmentally damaging than if they had looked at the whole 
picture and realized that a better answer was to plant trees on 
the steep, deforested slopes upstream, which would lead to 
much less water runoff and siltation. Another was to allow 
fl ood-plain zoning so that damage to buildings wouldn’t occur 
during overfl ow periods. Or, taken one step further, if they had 
identifi ed areas of fl ood hazard and provided that information 
to local authorities and the public, better decisions could have 
been made regarding the proper use for the land.

The rma has been designed to allow communities and regions 
to take that broader approach. The comprehensive framework 
allows for the integration of institutions and systems dealing with 
resources, so that the environment can be managed as a whole, 
instead of in an ineffi cient, piecemeal fashion. Now communities 
can create long-term, comprehensive management programs for 
their resources, supported by the enabling legislation of the rma,
and by money and ideas from the government.

New Zealand’s push toward comprehensiveness and integra-
tion led to a massive restructuring of government as part of the 
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changes that led to the rma. The rma replaced fi fty-seven exist-
ing resource-related laws, and whittled eight hundred units of 
government (this included a multitude of little water boards and 
trust boards and so forth) down to ninety-three units of govern-
ment. It consolidated government into two levels, national and 
local, then divided local government into regional authorities, 
which are based on watersheds, and district authorities. Both 
government and the regulatory process have been streamlined 
to make them more effective and effi cient; the intent of the rma
has been to get the maximum environmental benefi t with a min-
imum of regulation.9

As the New Zealanders discovered, these effi ciencies could 
not be achieved without fi rst determining the ultimate goal of 
their resource policy. During the review process, they identi-
fi ed this goal as the sustainable management of resources and 
refi ned the concept through further debate. The defi nition they 
fi nally arrived at is stated in section 5(2) of the rma as: manag-
ing the use, development, and protection of natural and physi-
cal resources in a way, or at a rate, which enables people and 
communities to provide for their social, economic, and cultural 
well-being and for their health and safety while: (a) sustaining 
the potential of natural and physical resources (excluding min-
erals) to meet the reasonably foreseeable needs of future genera-
tions; (b) safeguarding the life-supporting capacity of air, water, 
soil, and ecosystems; and (c) avoiding, remedying, or mitigating 
any adverse effects of activities on the environment.

All parts of the rma, and any decisions made and actions 
taken under it, are required to meet these principles of sustain-
able management. The Act also recognizes that defi nitions of 
sustainability are not static and will change as the store of envi-
ronmental information grows.

New Zealand’s ultimate goal is sustainable development, but 
the rma does not attempt to provide that by itself. Sustainable 
development, as the government’s review group concluded, em-
braces a very wide range of issues including social inequities, 
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global redistribution of wealth, and population density prob-
lems. In their discussions they were realistic in saying environ-
mental law can’t cover all the legislative needs of the nation. 
The group found this range too complex for a law designed to 
manage the natural resources of a single nation. Consequently, 
their defi nition of sustainable management does not address 
the question of development; it is neither anti-nor pro-develop-
ment. In promoting sustainable management, the government 
is not as concerned with how the land is used as it is with how 
various land uses affect the environment and other people. They 
have shifted from planning for activities to regulating the effects 
of activities.

The rma provides a structure within which decisions are 
made about the way community-owned and -managed re-
sources are allocated, determining who is allowed to use such 
public resources as water, air, the coastal area, and geothermal 
energy. It also determines what they may be used for. The Act 
also applies the principle of sustainable management to pri-
vately owned property, setting the standards of environmental 
quality that private owners must adhere to when making deci-
sions about the use of their own property.

To apply quality-control standards to every public and pri-
vate decision about land use is a powerful change in thinking 
about environmental law and resource management. Other 
countries do this to some extent through permits and regula-
tions, but New Zealand is the fi rst country to codify into law 
the idea that the government has a right to require private land-
owners to meet certain standards. The judicial system in the 
United States is just beginning to deal with this issue.

New Zealand’s policy is not a strict code of behavior, how-
ever. Rather than telling people how to use their land through 
controls like zoning, the government gives people standards for 
environmental quality that must be met regardless of land use. 
In taking this approach, the government is trying to achieve two 
almost contradictory goals: fi rst, allowing people the maximum 
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freedom in their use of resources; and second, ensuring that 
those activities have the minimum adverse affect on environ-
mental sustainability.

Instead of saying, “You will put houses here” and “You will 
put industry there,” the rma has set up a process for developing 
standards of environmental quality that will be consistent with 
sustainability, and which will be specifi ed in fairly clear ways. 
Within that framework people have the freedom to do what 
they please. For example, a recent environment court ruled that 
the public roads authority (Transit nz) would have to design a 
new freeway so as not to remove part of a regionally signifi cant 
dormant volcanic cone in Auckland.

how the resource management act works

Under the rma, the national government has two complemen-
tary means for expressing and applying its resource management 
policies: national policy statements and national environmental 
standards.10 Policy statements express national goals and ob-
jectives for the environment and its sustainable management; 
they are descriptive rather than prescriptive, and cover issues of 
resource protection, use, and development. The statements may 
also deal with general issues, such as New Zealand’s obligations 
in enhancing the global environment, or they may be quite spe-
cifi c about a particular issue or site. The only national policy 
statement the government is required to develop is the New 
Zealand Coastal Policy Statement, dealing with national priori-
ties for the management of the country’s coastal environment.

Unlike policy statements, national environmental standards 
are prescriptive, and are promulgated as regulations. They ap-
ply to the entire nation; regional and local plans and policies 
cannot violate them. They set technical standards relating to 
the use, development, and protection of natural and physical 
resources, including standards for contaminants; water quality, 
level, or fl ow; air quality; and soil quality. Typically these are 
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bottom-line standards, beyond which one cannot go and still 
practice sustainable management, but they can go further in 
particular situations.

Regional and district governments have borne the most re-
sponsibility for implementing the rma. The Act restructured 
regional government into sixteen units based primarily on 
watersheds and their ecosystems, which are the most logical 
units upon which to base environmental management. Directly 
elected regional authorities are responsible for preparing re-
gional policy statements and plans. All regional and district 
policies and plans must be consistent with and refl ect national 
policy statements and standards, and all must uphold the prin-
ciple of sustainable management.

Regional policy statements are mandatory, because they 
articulate the key issues and priorities for each region, inter-
preting sustainable management and applying it to the region’s 
biophysical and socioeconomic characteristics. They identify 
key resources and their condition, determine the community’s 
relationship to and dependency on those resources, and iden-
tify links among resources and ecosystem issues and problems. 
Based on those factors and taking into consideration future 
needs and potential pressures, regional policy statements de-
velop strategies for sustainable resource management and iden-
tify priority issues and responses. They are statements of policy 
only; the regulatory measures required to implement them have 
been generated separately.

Regional plans are optional, except for coastal plans. They 
deal with specifi c resource issues requiring more detailed poli-
cies and can provide the regulatory power to implement re-
gional policies. The regional authorities can use plans to deal 
with such issues as regional land-use effects, soil conservation, 
water conservation and quality, and pollution discharges.

District government units are based on communities and 
their surrounding areas, and each one is required to promulgate 
its own plan. District plans have policies relating to the inte-
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grated management of the effects of land use, subdivision, the 
control of noise emissions, and the effects of activities on the 
surface of water in rivers and lakes.

Streamlining the permitting process was considered a key el-
ement of the Act. If a landowner is not operating, or is not able 
to operate, within the standards established for water quality, 
air quality, waste disposal, soil management, and so on, he or 
she is required to get a special permit, and has to go through a 
public process involving an assessment of all the effects of the 
activity. The permit process in most cases is simpler and quicker 
than it previously was, because now there is only one standard 
permit process and a standard time limit to that process. Only 
the local and regional councils will issue permits, rather than 
a whole host of small boards. If permits are needed from both 
councils for one property (for example, a factory needs both 
permission to build at the site and permission to discharge con-
taminants into a stream), there is only one combined hearing 
process. The fact that the permit process has been simplifi ed 
does not mean that it is necessarily easier to get a permit; the 
sustainability of the proposed action is always the bottom line.

monitoring, enforcement, and appeals

Monitoring is an important part of the rma. Some of the laws 
replaced by the Act contained no provisions for monitoring, 
which led to regulation without any real idea of whether or 
not the regulation was needed or did what it was supposed to 
do. The rma requires the gathering of information relating to 
sustainability and monitoring of the state of the environment. 
It also requires monitoring of the suitability and effectiveness of 
any policy statement or plan, and of the use of resource permits 
that have been granted.

Prior to the rma, the government had already established a 
parliamentary commissioner for the environment as an inde-
pendent auditor to monitor the effectiveness of the country’s 
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resource laws and institutions. Since its inception in 1987, the 
commissioner’s offi ce has presented numerous reports to the 
House of Representatives, to parliamentary committees, and to 
public authorities. In April 2008, it published its fi nal report on 
New Zealand’s progress.11

This type of monitoring is not related to enforcement. Rather, 
it involves knowing why objectives have been set, when and 
what ends or results are expected, and also checking to see that 
the methods chosen to achieve those objectives are still relevant 
and that the costs of achieving them are still worthwhile. The 
information gathered from monitoring is required to be made 
public under the rma.

There are provisions for enforcement of the Act, and penal-
ties prescribed for violations, as laid out in the Act itself, can be 
quite severe. Directors of companies that are not in compliance 
may be liable, and penalties in some cases can even involve jail 
terms.

The planning tribunals, or environmental courts, are courts 
of appeals regarding the planning and implementation of the 
rma. The environmental courts get involved at two levels. One 
is the policymaking level: The courts can rule on whether or not 
a particular plan or policy is in compliance with the require-
ment to promote sustainable management. The courts have the 
power to make an independent judgment on what does or does 
not constitute sustainable management and can go against the 
judgment of a municipal or regional council.

The other level on which the courts operate is that of per-
mit granting and the enforcement of standards. They can de-
termine whether or not a particular permit was granted in vio-
lation of the sustainable management requirement, or denied 
when it should not have been. The courts have the power to 
require permit holders to comply with the terms of their per-
mits, or to meet different standards if circumstances change. 
Even those who have not been required to obtain a permit can 
fall under the courts’ jurisdiction if their actions run contrary 
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to the performance standards set by the relevant plans. Any 
person can request the courts to take these enforcement ac-
tions.

The court consists of a judge and one or more commission-
ers who are laypersons with warrants issued by the governor-
general. Environmental court judges are chosen solely for the 
purpose of making environmental decisions and are appointed 
for life, so they have the opportunity to acquire a considerable 
amount of knowledge about the environment. Consequently, 
a judge rarely makes environmental decisions on matters he 
or she knows nothing about. The courts also have members 
who are not judges, but come from different sectors of society. 
Environmental court judges also hold district court warrants 
enabling them to deal with breaches of the Act. Courts are re-
quired to explain what is included in their monitoring and how 
they are to carry out their monitoring in the regional policy 
statement and the district plan.

programs outside the 
resource management act

The rma is the backbone of New Zealand’s overall environmen-
tal program, designed to structure a large number of decisions, 
but it is not the only part of it. There are special environmental 
programs that fall outside of the scope of the rma. Some were 
created before the rma and the government wished to continue 
them; others required a more detailed handling than could be 
accommodated by the rma. They include a program on climate 
change, one on hazardous substances, and another one dealing 
with waste management. The latter project, which emphasizes 
minimization of waste and clean technology in particular, is be-
ing done principally through cooperation with industry—be-
ginning with the packaging industry.

Legislation covering mining activities was also dealt with 
outside the rma, in large part due to the fact that the Crown 
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owns all gold, silver, uranium, and petroleum. Under the new 
legislation that has been written in this area, the Crown remains 
responsible for the granting of mining rights to companies, but 
the environmental effects of that mining now fall under the ju-
risdiction of the regional and local authorities, which have the 
authority to grant permits and set conditions.

These programs are all in accordance with the rma’s goal 
of sustainable management, but while some of the measures 
used to implement them operate within the rma framework, 
others do not. For example, the climate change program might 
make use of the part of the rma that deals with standards for 
air quality, but beyond the rma standards, the program will 
have its own targets and will use a variety of additional mea-
sures to achieve them. For instance, New Zealand joined other 
developed countries in accepting the Kyoto Protocol target of 
maintaining 1990 levels of carbon-dioxide emissions by the 
year 2000. New Zealand ratifi ed the Protocol in December 
2002, and by 2003, New Zealand’s emissions began to de-
crease.12

The Department of Conservation was also created indepen-
dently of the rma. Its specifi c responsibilities are to preserve 
and protect indigenous species and habitat on government land 
and to advocate their protection on private land. However, the 
rma would also come into play if someone wanted to develop 
land that was important indigenous habitat; because of the Act’s 
provisions, they would probably not be allowed to do so.

progress toward sustainability

New Zealand, through the rma and other governmental re-
forms, has already made some progress toward the idea of 
sustainable management; the preservation of native forests is 
one example. At the time the rma was passed, the government 
found that 35 percent of New Zealand’s original forest was still 
standing, and that by focusing on intensive tree farming they 
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could afford to put the remaining old growth in permanent pre-
serve status, which they have done. They no longer look at the 
forest as simply a wood resource, but as an entity that has value 
of its own. Therefore, the wood that people take from it has to 
be taken in a way that observes the principles of eco-sustain-
ability, even on private land.

As mentioned above, the farming industry has also made 
great leaps toward sustainability. One reason is that the coun-
try simply stopped subsidizing agriculture. The story of how 
they did that is fairly dramatic. During a late night parlia-
mentary session in which representatives were debating the 
country’s problems and how to avert impending bankruptcy, 
someone said, “Cancel agricultural subsidies.” So the farmers 
woke the next morning with no subsidies. That was a fascinat-
ing, drastic decision, but it really worked for them. It culled 
out the marginal operators, and most of the viable farmers 
adapted comfortably, with the help of government loans to 
ease their transition. Agriculture is healthier now than it was 
with subsidies. This action dramatically cut environmental 
degradation, bringing to an abrupt halt many damaging prac-
tices like the application of pesticides and fertilizers. Existing 
irrigation subsidies were also removed and as a result New 
Zealand no longer has any new mega-irrigation schemes. 
Farmers began to realize that they were on their own and could 
no longer assume the government would save them if they ran 
into diffi culty. They realized their businesses must be better 
managed, in a way that fi ts with nature. Also, as mentioned 
earlier, farmers have found sustainable practices can also be 
quite profi table. They believe they can do better by special-
izing rather than by going for a mass market, which has long 
been the tradition in New Zealand. Now, instead of providing 
large quantities of lamb and wool to export to England, they 
are emphasizing quality and targeting discerning consumers 
who want “clean, green” products.
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looking ahead: the transition period 
and future requirements

A transition period of fi ve years was built into preparing the 
rma, to give the government time to develop and implement 
the necessary standards, policies, and practices. Most of the 
regional policy statements had been released for public com-
ment by the time of the publication of the fi rst edition of this 
book, and the Minister of Conservation was reviewing the Na-
tional Coastal Policy Statement. Other standards and policies 
have followed. Regional policy statements have been intended 
to have a ten-year life, but their horizon has so far extended up 
to twenty years beyond that. At the start, Lindsay Gow, deputy 
secretary of New Zealand’s Ministry of Environment, described 
policies and plans under the rma as “rolling sustainable man-
agement programs, updating issues continuously while having 
an ever-extending outer horizon.”

According to the above-mentioned report from the parlia-
mentary commissioner for the environment, in the future the 
government will need to take action on a number of specifi c 
items in order to move toward sustainable management in all 
resource areas. Gaps noted by the commissioner include the 
lack of government policies on certain issues involving energy 
conservation and energy effi ciency, and sewage treatment and 
disposal. The government also needs to develop an overall strat-
egy to improve public transit.

Another potential weakness of the rma has been that it does 
not in itself deal with international issues and policies, in con-
trast to the Netherlands’ National Environmental Policy Plan. 
One of the reasons for this is context: The Netherlands is sur-
rounded by other nations and so has much more interaction 
with them on a regular basis. Their economies are linked, and 
their pollution more perceptibly shared. Therefore, the Nether-
lands has a much more outward perspective than New Zealand, 
which is an island six hundred miles removed from any other 
country, tending to view itself in isolation.
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new zealand looks at 2010

As of this writing, we are three years from the fulfi llment of 
the “New Zealand 2010” program, instigated in October 1994,
and setting the goal for the next step toward sustainability by 
the year 2010. New Zealand 2010 will fi ll many of the gaps 
mentioned above. It is specifi cally an environmental strategy, 
whereas most of the government’s strategies to date have been 
principally economic. While the country’s focus on the prin-
ciples of the market economy is designed to meet economic 
needs, 2010 is designed to establish and maintain environmen-
tal quality for future generations.

New Zealand 2010 sets a vision for the future, articulating 
the values and philosophical principles New Zealanders want 
to have embodied in their environmental strategies. It also 
involves the setting of the ecological bottom line, which will 
establish strict limits to pollution and to the use of natural re-
sources, based on the best scientifi c and technical information. 
For example, all forests are to be managed strictly on a sustain-
able basis; no harvest can exceed the growth rates of the forest. 
Nonrenewables will be managed carefully, and a major policy 
thrust will be to seek alternatives to nonrenewables.
As part of the 2010 program, the government will

– weave environmental policy into economic and social 
policy;

– establish a coherent framework of laws (this will par-
ticularly link 2010 to the rma);

– sharpen the policy tools needed to carry out the pro-
gram (for instance, market mechanisms will be used, 
but not emphasized);

– build up the information base regarding environmental 
quality. This will help establish indicators and deter-
mine environmental costs, which will be particularly 
useful to decision makers and researchers. With this 
base, a full-cost pricing policy can be implemented, 
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which will ensure that subsidies do not creep into and 
manipulate the management of key natural resources;

– involve people in the decision-making process.

New Zealand 2010 also sets nine goals for managing environ-
mental quality, similar to the goals set by the Dutch in their Na-
tional Environmental Policy Plan. This type of environmental 
management by long-term objective has become a key aspect of 
Green Plans. It allows them to manage the entire spectrum of 
environmental and resource issues, with all their interconnect-
edness, and yet not become overwhelmed by the complexity. 
New Zealand’s nine goals are:

 – Protect biodiversity
 – Control pests, weeds, and diseases
 – Control pollution and hazardous wastes
 – Manage land resources
 – Manage water resources
 – Establish sustainable fi sheries
 – Manage the environmental impacts of the energy sector
 – Word toward stopping the causes of climate change
 – Restore the ozone layer13

Finally, 2010 includes a review process that will assess the pro-
grams’ progress toward their goals. The planning and review 
process will involve a fi ve-year cycle and a one-year cycle, and 
a report to the people every four years.

Unlike such industrialized nations as the Netherlands, New 
Zealand has the luxury of focusing more on the management of 
resources than on cleaning up pollution. As a result, it has been 
able to come up with the better philosophical framework of re-
source management. From my perspective, the important thing 
for New Zealand is that they understand the importance of its 
accomplishment with this program and create a global outreach 
making their ideas available to other nations.

Many of the developing nations tend to see development 
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only as technical and industrial growth, but the New Zealand 
example of harnessing systems to produce economic returns 
while maintaining strong environmental quality standards may 
be far more effective from a number of standpoints, particularly 
when a nation does not have the resources for heavy manufac-
turing.

A strength of New Zealand’s program is that the framework 
of the rma was designed not just to affect the way government 
operates but also the actions of every citizen, so that all the 
decisions people make respecting the land, water, air, or coast 
fi t within its framework. Another strength of the rma is its co-
ordination of objectives. Sustainable management of resources 
is the primary drive within every framework, whether it is eco-
nomic growth or something else. One is part of the other, but, 
as Lindsay Gow says, “The environment is the top line and the 
bottom line.”



We do not allow the lack of natural endowment to deter-
mine our fate. Instead, we look ahead, plan for the future, 
set clear targets, and pursue the necessary policies head 
on with clear thinking and concrete strategies. However, 
the successful implementation of sgp2012 will not hap-
pen overnight. All of us must be prepared to play our 
part, and commit ourselves to act in a timely and respon-
sive way. —Lim Swee Say

Singapore, a city-state characterized in the last few decades by 
rapid industrial growth and essentially no natural resources, 
may seem like an unlikely candidate for Green Planning.1 Yet 
it may have been precisely the limitations of its small, highly 
developed land area, aided by its highly centralized government 
in which all the departments work in concert, that prompted 
Singapore to adopt, in 1992, a comprehensive environmental 
program, the Singapore Green Plan (sgp2012).

chapter 
seven Toward a Sustainable 

Singapore



156 | assessing green plans in action

The country’s space limitations have forced it to practice 
careful land-use planning for many years. For example, since 
the city’s master plan was drawn up in the 1950s, all land has 
been zoned, and environmental impact assessments have been 
required for all new development. By the time the 1992 Green 
Plan was drawn up, Singapore was already known for hav-
ing some of the world’s strictest pollution control standards, 
including particularly impressive air-quality standards and a 
modern, congestion-free, and cheap mass transit system. At this 
writing, some fi fteen years into the Plan, Singapore is proud to 
be successfully achieving economic and social growth while not 
neglecting the environment. Although a small country, it is one 
of Asia’s leaders in environmental technologies and services. 

why is the singapore green plan 
working so well?

The Singapore government works closely with business, espe-
cially when dealing with environmental issues. When Singapore 
began to industrialize in the late 1960s, the government decided 
it wanted to avoid the pollution problems other countries had 
faced. It focused on preventing them at the source and applied 
strict regulations from the beginning. As the country developed, 
it was able to take advantage of new environmental technolo-
gies, both in its industries and in the creation of its infrastruc-
ture.

In1992, Singapore issued the Singapore Green Plan (sgp2012)
as a preliminary step toward a formal, comprehensive plan. Pri-
marily a vision statement, the Plan listed broad goals in areas 
across the resource spectrum, and designed a program of envi-
ronmental education and information aimed at helping citizens 
and businesses make better environmental decisions.

Although the Plan laid out some specifi c targets, such as set-
ting aside or reclaiming 5 percent of the country’s land as open 
space and setting more strict emissions standards, it was by 
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nature a more general document, outlining broad strategies to 
make Singapore a “model green city” by the year 2000.

In response to new challenges, a review was initiated in 1999
and suggestions were made through a National Preparatory Pro-
cess. This Process included gathering input from stakeholders in 
all segments of the population, both in the private and public 
sectors. The result in 2002 was the Singapore Green Plan 2012
(sgp2012), a “roadmap” to lead the country to environmental 
sustainability by 2012. The “theme” of the plan was: Toward 
an Enduring Singapore. The Singapore Green Plan 2012 was 
then presented at the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustain-
able Development in 2002.

The Singapore Green Plan 2012 is reviewed every three years 
for feedback and to address current issues. It has three main 
aims: (1) to ensure a quality living environment through the 
innovative and effi cient use of scarce resources; (2) to promote 
the active participation of all sectors of the population to sus-
tain a quality living environment; (3) to do their part for the 
global environment, because environmental degradation knows 
no boundary. The fi rst review led to a revised sgp2012 in 2006
enabling Singapore to address particulate matter and bring cli-
mate change to national attention.

The sgp2012 is carried out by six action program commit-
tees (apcs) composed of representatives from government, in-
dustry, and the public sector. The apcs each oversee a particu-
lar functional area: clean air and climate change, clean water, 
waste management, conserving nature, public health, and inter-
national environmental relations. Within these six functional 
areas are 155 action programs. Regular monitoring and assess-
ment is performed by the sgp2012 Coordinating Committee 
and the apcs to keep the efforts on track. Singapore has moved 
away from government-led campaigns to a more collaborative 
approach. The community partnership among the 3p’s—peo-
ple, private, and public sectors—works to keep the nation en-
vironmentally aware and responsible.2 Also, ngos such as the 
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Singapore Environment Council, Nature Society (Singapore), 
the Waterways Watch Society, and the Habitat Forum also act 
as watchdogs. The government acts as a network facilitator, 
connecting employers, employees, civic groups, labor unions, 
educators, and media to strengthen the message of environmen-
tal sustainability.

what improvements have 
been made since 1992?

The original Green Plan did not include the integration of en-
vironmental concerns throughout government departments 
and agencies, most likely because integration is the rule rather 
than the exception for Singapore’s highly centralized govern-
ment, nor did it focus on the development of new strategies for 
working with business on pollution prevention. It did, however, 
discuss the idea of the government taking a more proactive role 
in environmental management by promoting environmental au-
dits and the use of clean technology. Energy conservation, while 
not covered in the original Green Plan document, is now an 
important component of the program.

Possibly the weakest part of the original Green Plan was its 
lack of a strong commitment to natural ecosystems and the con-
servation of native plants and wildlife. The current Plan seeks 
to “strike a pragmatic balance” between the inevitable and 
growing needs of development and preservation of the “natural 
heritage.”3 Part of that approach includes documenting indig-
enous plants and animals, promoting public awareness, and set-
ting land aside for nature reserves, parks, and park connectors. 
In 2001, in addition to the established Bukit Timah and Central 
Catchment Nature Reserves and the primary forest in the Sin-
gapore Botanic Garden, two new areas, notable for their man-
groves and coastal ecosystems were added as nature preserves. 
This is the fi rst time in its history that the Singapore govern-
ment has afforded legal protection to an area for nature conser-
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vation.4 In terms of biodiversity, the Singapore National Parks 
Board, along with the Scientifi c Authority on Nature Conserva-
tion in Singapore, has been undertaking a project monitoring 
fl ora and fauna. The results have been encouraging, adding ten 
additional mammals to Singapore’s checklist and including the 
rediscovery of thirteen species.5

Despite these encouraging signs, Singapore is urbanizing rap-
idly and much of its environment has already been altered. As 
with other aspects of the Green Plan, “amicable and coopera-
tive partnership between government agencies, nongovernmen-
tal organizations, tertiary institutions, private organizations, 
and dedicated individuals is pivotal to the success of the nature 
conservation efforts.” A key word here is balance. Like Hol-
land, as Singapore experiences increasing population growth, 
with the attendant need for housing and industry, the demands 
on its limited amount of land will be great. In the 2012 Plan, 
they resolve to hold on to the land by creative multifaceted us-
age, such as placing train and bus stations over each other and 
locating storm-water collection ponds under road fl yovers, in 
addition to building stack factories, underground facilities, and 
high-rise housing.

singapore: small, but a model for giants

Singapore’s environmentalism is intended by its government to 
be a model for developing countries. The un has cited it as such, 
not only for its policies and plans, but also for the Environment 
Ministry’s ability to effectively monitor and enforce those poli-
cies.

For example, according to a 2003 joint World Bank and 
Asian Development Bank study of twenty Asian countries, only 
Singapore’s air quality fell within the safety limits for key pol-
lutants.6 Researchers noted that Singapore has clean air because 
of strict pollution controls, such as restricting the number of 
automobiles on the road. The number of automobiles, a key 
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polluter, is growing alarmingly, especially in India and China, 
where air pollution is growing worse each year. In India, ten 
thousand new cars move onto the roads each year. In China, 
car sales have been doubling each year.7 As a Singapore envi-
ronment minister reminded me, enforcement of existing laws 
alone will not be suffi cient to maintain good air quality. Cleaner 
sources of energy and technology and modes of transportation 
must be explored.

To that end, Singapore’s sgp2012 set up the National Energy 
Effi ciency Committee in 2001 to develop programs to encour-
age more effi cient energy use by industries, homes, commercial 
buildings, and vehicles. The programs include labeling of ap-
pliances to inform consumers which ones are energy effi cient.8

They encourage the use of compressed natural gas (cng), which 
burns cleaner than diesel. In 2002, the fi rst cng refueling sta-
tion in Singapore opened, and at the same time, cng-powered
public busses and taxis were launched. Industries and power 
stations also are switching to compressed natural gas.9

To a tiny, coastal land like Singapore, water is an ever-pres-
ent concern. Currently, about half the landmass of Singapore 
is now set aside for water catchment, and that area is set to in-
crease. Through the Four Taps Strategy, Singapore is also study-
ing means of acquiring water from unconventional sources 
and opened their fi rst desalination plant in 2005. Four plants 
provide forty-two million gallons per day of newater from re-
cycled effl uent through advanced membrane technology, while 
exceeding drinking-water standards by both the World Health 
Organization and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 
By 2012, it is planned that 15 percent of all water consumption 
in Singapore will be newater.10 Improved sewerage is also part 
of the Plan.

Waste management is another important aspect of the 
sgp2012, and the ten-year goal is for “zero landfi ll.” Early on 
in the Plan, approximately 40 percent of the country’s paper 
and cardboard waste fl ow was being collected for recycling. 
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The government has now set a target of recycling 60 percent of 
all waste by the year 2012, reducing the need for new incinera-
tion plants from the current rate of one every fi ve to seven years 
to one every ten to fi fteen years. Commercial applications for 
recycled products are being developed to help make the pro-
gram viable.11

Singapore has also developed excellent information-manage-
ment systems as one of the key elements of a successful Green 
Plan. Like the Netherlands, it uses these systems to identify 
sources of pollution and other environmental problems. 

Thanks to its Green Plan, Singapore has found that good 
environment leads to good health. As a result of environmental 
improvement, the population of Singapore is enjoying a reduced 
incidence of tropical diseases and reduced infant mortality, as 
well as extended life expectancy.

singapore: a personal note

When I wrote the section that pertains to Singapore in the fi rst 
edition of Green Plans, I had not been to that country in sev-
eral years, and so had not had the opportunity to observe in 
person the amazing transformation Singapore’s Green Plan has 
brought about for its citizens. Even in 1995, I saw a city-state 
that had been transformed into an impressive, environmentally 
sparkling, model Green Plan nation. Singapore’s impressive 
economic advances have been matched by its commitment to 
environmental sustainability, public health, and overall quality 
of life. It provides an excellent example for other major cities 
around the world, many of which share the same problems that 
Singapore understands well—population density, air and wa-
ter pollution, problems of waste disposal, public health issues, 
and the need for effi cient transit, among others. Like Singapore, 
these cities will fi nd that a Green Plan can help them revitalize 
a decaying environmental base.

The success of Singapore’s Green Plan is due in part to the 
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fact that Lee Kuan Yew, the country’s fi rst prime minister, who 
held offi ce from 1959 through 1990, was committed to the en-
vironment from the early days of his administration. His en-
vironmental efforts began back in the 1960s when he realized 
that if Malaysia became deforested, it would cost Singapore in 
lack of rain. So to counteract drought, he began planting trees. 
He also instigated a “Keep Singapore Clean” campaign, which 
fi ned people for littering or spitting. Not only did he clean up 
the streets, he tackled the two rivers that fl ow through Singa-
pore, which were both stinking with pollution when he took 
offi ce. Today, people water-ski on the rivers and fi sh have re-
turned. Prime Minister Yew was happy with this success and 
wanted the birds to return also. He consulted the World Wide 
Fund for Nature to advise him on planting trees and fl owers to 
attract birds. Now, one area of the country is a bird sanctuary. 
His leadership, not only in building the country, but in instill-
ing an environmental consciousness, has brought his country 
from an impoverished, environmentally stressed nation to an 
industrialized power whose citizens enjoy a very high standard 
of living with high environmental quality.12

green plans move the country forward

Singapore’s environmental regulations set tough standards and 
are strictly enforced. For example, heads of corporations are 
held responsible for environmental violations. If a problem oc-
curs, a letter of warning is sent to the executive; if the problem 
is not corrected, the second letter of warning carries with it a 
stiff penalty.

Singapore has set some impressive long-term goals for itself, 
and I believe it will achieve them. A small, tightly knit nation, it 
may well be managing the problems of population density bet-
ter than any other area in the world.



Since my last edition, a major change in the world has been the 
advance of the European Union. The eu represents a remark-
able success story, and part of that story is that its environ-
mental policy is steadily progressing. This was accomplished 
by its move to an integrated, target-oriented, progressive en-
vironmental management plan. The eu has demonstrated that 
you can balance environmental care with economic concerns 
through modern regulation and an integrated approach, in dia-
logue with stakeholders, and by assessing the costs of inaction 
and the impacts of action in a balanced way.

From an economic perspective that is important to U.S. citi-
zens, another proof of the eu’s success is the status of the euro, 
its new monetary unit. In a world-trade setting, this has impacted 
the billfold of every family in the United States, whether or not 
they travel to Europe. Five years ago, if you purchased an item in 
Europe, say a hat, marked ten euros, its real cost to you in dollars 
would have been eight dollars. Today, if you buy the same hat, 
marked ten euros, its real cost in dollars will be twelve dollars.

chapter 
eight European Union 

Environmental Policy
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The example of the eu is dramatic and far advanced beyond 
anything going on at the federal or state levels in the United 
States. That is not to say that the states working on a Green 
Plan haven’t benefi ted. For instance, Oregon, Minnesota, and 
New Jersey have all benefi ted by their efforts; however, without 
a federal policy to support their efforts, achieving success will 
be far more diffi cult. Their plans have not resulted in the kind 
of comprehensive, overall policy that the Green Plans are all 
about.

what is the european union 
and what is it doing?

The European Union comprises twenty-seven independent na-
tions organized around a common desire for their economic, 
environmental, and political good. I see the eu as the miracle 
of the twentieth century, and a worthy alternative to the idea of 
solving confl icts by war. The most tempting political argument 
for the eu is that despite the residual anger from generations 
of war and confl ict, the individual countries have been able to 
unite and successfully work together, even forming a shared 
currency, the euro. The fact that the euro is becoming strong in 
competition with the dollar is a measure of the eu’s success.

background

As part of the Amsterdam Treaty of 1992, sustainable devel-
opment was introduced as a key goal for the European Union 
nations.1 It required balance between economic, environmental, 
and other dimensions of policy and is a clear refl ection of the 
goals of sustainable development as discussed in chapter 2.

Although there are confl icts yet unresolved, in comparison 
with the United States, the eu is about a century ahead in en-
vironmental planning and policy. Along with its efforts toward 
managing environmental quality comes the development of an 
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associated skill in managing other related affairs. For instance, 
the management of energy has involved developing a careful 
shared policy on what are the best ways and means of utiliz-
ing energy and controlling accompanying problems such as air 
pollution. The eu is aware of the costs and consequences of 
industrial processes and is managing them by using the most 
effi cient technology.

economic cooperation as the 
basis for political cooperation

The determining factor in the eu’s structure is its reliance on 
economic partnership rather than a government of states. There 
is a central governing body and many hope that it will become 
a nation of states. However, as mentioned earlier, in the elec-
tion of early 2005 a proposed eu constitution that would have 
moved the eu more toward a nation of states, comparable to 
the United States, was defeated through opposition by France 
and Holland. Despite the failure to create an acceptable con-
stitution, the eu is thriving. The eu model clearly includes 
heightened attention to the social and ecological dimension. 
Diffi cult as it may be to keep social and ecological concerns 
on the agenda, the eu succeeds in showing that progressive en-
vironmental policy is possible without negatively affecting the 
economy. Clear examples of this are their climate change policy, 
chemicals policy, and so-called thematic strategies, which I will 
discuss later in this chapter.

why should we in the united states care 
about the success of the european union?

The eu comprises twenty-seven independent nations and a 
population of almost fi ve hundred million people—nearly twice 
the U.S. population. They can’t be ignored, nor can they be 
pressured, as they are demonstrating already with their require-
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ments on U.S. imports. In addition, when the United States does 
move toward a comprehensive environmental policy and man-
agement plan, the Dutch and eu experience will provide some 
tested concepts. As I repeat throughout this book, we can learn 
from their examples. First, the costs of not taking action are 
high, both in real terms and relative to the costs of not taking 
action; and, second, it pays to tackle problems in an integrated 
way. Shifting into a comprehensive environmental policy and 
management plan takes leadership, and knowing that it has al-
ready been done successfully by a larger constituency than the 
United States should inspire us into action.

european union development: 
an historical perspective

After World War II, Europe sat in ruins and dreaded any fur-
ther confl ict or destruction such as they had recently experi-
enced. The German Marshall Plan asked European leaders to 
change the cycle of war that had held Europe in its grip for 
generations. They decided that the problem, and therefore the 
solution, was economic. The United States offered $20 million 
for postwar relief, conditional on the ability of the European 
countries to join together and draw up a cooperative plan. The 
thought was that combining their strengths, instead of com-
peting against each other, would ease the rationale for further 
wars.

The fi rst fi fteen eu member nations established an environ-
mental quality standard that remains applicable to all new in-
coming members. Their system is so appealing that some states 
in the United States have expressed an interest in joining the eu
emissions trading scheme.2 Whether that is legally possible or 
not and whether it will actually happen over the coming years 
is not what is most important now. What is most important is 
that there is an interest in applying some of the lessons learned 
from Europe and the eu.
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how the european union approach works

The eu looks at environmental issues comprehensively by de-
veloping policies to manage and solve a number of environmen-
tal problems at the same time. The logic is that, by their nature, 
resource issues are related. For example, burning fossil fuels 
for transportation or energy use causes air and water pollution. 
When the quality of air and water is damaged, fi sh and other 
aquatic life become dangerous for human consumption, and 
crop and forest growth becomes compromised. This cascading 
effect causes resource and health problems. Therefore, the eu
has launched seven thematic strategies on soil, marine environ-
ment, natural resources, urban environment, pesticides, waste, 
and air quality.3 I will be discussing them later in this chapter.

Most nations, including the United States, look at one environ-
mental factor at a time—for example, water quality—and try to 
correct that, while leaving the rest, such as air quality or wildlife 
management, for another year, never dealing with the environ-
ment as an interrelated whole. Instead of managing to solve all of 
the problem, which is what managing the environment is about, 
we continue in a old-time horse-and-buggy approach of tackling 
issues one at a time. By using this piecemeal approach we will not 
solve the problem of the whole, because there is always a part 
coming unraveled. There are too many interconnected cause-
and-effect relationships for approaches to succeed that deal with 
only a portion of the problem at any one time.

competitive advantages of progressive 
environmental policy

The current U.S. president, George W. Bush, and his adminis-
tration believe that corporations will be saving money if they 
don’t have to include environmental quality–management fac-
tors in their operating costs. Unfortunately, that doesn’t work 
in the modern world. Such an approach, which clearly sacrifi ces 
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environmental concerns, is currently placing stress on the re-
lationship between the United States and the eu. At this time 
the eu is refusing to import U.S. beef into Europe except that 
which has been raised without hormones. They specifi cally 
reject growth hormones. Recently, the eu has informed U.S. 
manufacturers that goods containing pollutants like heavy 
metals will also not be accepted into Europe. These and other 
examples will hamper U.S. trade. By not living up to environ-
mental standards, the United States may seem to experience an 
economic competitive advantage, but this will be short term, 
and will ultimately undermine credibility and future markets 
for U.S. companies.

It is not only from the short-sighted view that low costs are a 
misconception. Europeans clearly understand the consequences 
and costs of inaction. For example, health damage due to ex-
posure of chemicals and fi ne particulates from traffi c is long 
term and costly. Cleaning soils of toxic residues is a diffi cult, 
costly and long-term process. Flooding and soil erosion caused 
by deforestation and other irresponsible environmental prac-
tices also illustrate the high cost of environmental irresponsi-
bility. Neglecting the environment is like creating a short-term 
wind-fall profi t, but, in time, the bill will come and it will be 
unnecessarily high.

Sadly, rather than learning from the success of the eu, the 
current U.S. attitude is to attempt to pressure the eu into lower-
ing its standards—an attitude that sets an unfortunate example 
for the rest of the world. The loudest voice from the United 
States is the Chamber of Commerce, which maintains a large 
lobbying effort in the eu headquarters city of Brussels, where 
it actually works to limit the success of the eu environmental 
management example. The eu is too large and dedicated to suc-
cumb to the pressure from the current U.S. administration and 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce. Furthermore, it has resulted in 
anger toward the United States for our meddling in progressive 
European affairs.
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achievements of the 
eu environmental policy

A visit to the Web site of the European Environment Agency 
(eea) will give you an overview of recent accomplishments of 
the European Union’s environmental policy, as it monitors a set 
of around forty environmental indicators.4 Based on those indi-
cators, it is clear that, among other things, emissions of acidi-
fying gases have decreased signifi cantly in most eea member 
countries.5 Between 1990 and 2002, emissions decreased by 43
percent in the eu-15 and by 58 percent in the eu-10, despite 
increased economic activity (gross domestic product). Total 
eu-15 emissions of fi ne particles were reduced by 39 percent 
between 1990 and 2002. This was due mainly to reduction in 
emissions of the secondary particulate precursors, and also to 
reductions in primary pm-10 emissions from energy industries. 
In 2002 the greenhouse gas emission was almost 3 percent be-
low 1990 levels. As the eu Kyoto Protocol target is –8 percent, 
further emission reductions are needed.6

In some areas there are clear successes such as the absolute 
decrease in a number of pressures on the environment, such 
as nitrous oxide and sulfur dioxide. In other cases, pressures 
remain high despite the overall increase of the eco-effi ciency of 
economic growth. Local air quality, loss of biodiversity, and cli-
mate change remain persistent problems. Efforts to tackle these 
problems continue and are necessary if the problems in the eu
are to be brought under control.

the eu approach: what is the 
basis for its success?

The European Union does not have a Green Plan duplicating 
the Dutch Green Plan, but it is a comprehensive plan, taking in 
more than one issue at a time. The cornerstone of eu environ-
mental action is an action program entitled “Environment 2010:
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Our Future, Our Choice,” covering the period 2001 to 2010.
This program addresses four priority issues: climate change and 
global warming, protecting the natural habitat and wildlife, ad-
dressing environment and health issues, and preserving natural 
resources and managing waste. In addition, the action program 
emphasizes the importance of enforcing existing environmental 
laws, considering the environment in all eu policies and main-
taining business and consumer involvement. It also emphasizes 
informing the public about environmental choices, raising 
awareness of the importance of preserving natural habitats and 
landscape, and minimizing urban pollution.

So far, the environmental management program of the eu
has succeeded. During the life of this and fi ve earlier action 
programs and after thirty years of standard-setting, the eu has 
established a comprehensive system of environmental protec-
tion. This covers issues of many kinds—from noise to waste, 
from conservation of the natural habitat to car exhaust fumes, 
from chemicals to industrial accidents, from bathing water to 
an eu-wide emergency information and help network to deal 
with environmental disasters, such as oil spills or forest fi res.

The 1993 Treaty of the European Union (teu) marked 
a turning point in the European integration process. While 
stating that Union policy should contribute to the pursuit of 
preserving, protecting, and improving the quality of the envi-
ronment, it left room for national action, allowing member 
states to take even tougher measures than those agreed upon 
at Union level.

The treaty furthered progress on several fronts. First, it 
added the concept of “sustainable growth respecting the en-
vironment” to the European community’s tasks and wrote the 
precautionary principle into the article on which environmental 
policy is founded.7 The treaty required Union policy to aim at a 
high level of environmental protection, to rectify environmental 
damage at its source, to be based on taking preventive action, 
and to make the polluter pay.
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toward greater integration

The eu strategy for environment and health builds on the rec-
ognition that letting conditions decline to the point where they 
foster ill health is far more costly than maintaining a healthy 
level of environmental quality. The strategy aims to reduce 
substantially environment-related health problems, since on a 
global scale almost 30 percent of diseases can be linked to en-
vironmental pressure such as noise, radiation, and substances. 
The strategy features an integrated approach rather than a frag-
mented approach and concentrates on specifi c compartments, 
like soil, air, and water, at the heart of the program. It focuses 
on four priority health problems: respiratory health diseases, 
neurological disorders, cancer, and endocrine disrupting effects. 
The strategy is elaborated in action plans. The fi rst action plan 
for 2004–2010 has recently been reviewed.8

There are seven thematic strategies in place for soil protec-
tion, protection and conservation of the marine environment, 
sustainable use of pesticides, air pollution, urban environment, 
sustainable use and management of resources, and waste recy-
cling. These seven thematic strategies are developed according to 
a common approach independent of their specifi c subject matter. 
All the strategies are presented in two stages. In stage one, the 
existing situation is evaluated and all facts and fi gures are col-
lected with the cooperation of stakeholders. This is to ensure that 
proposals are solid and have the scientifi c, technical, economic, 
and social backup to overcome counterarguments. In stage two, 
objectives and targets are defi ned together with a set of proposals 
that will contribute to solving the problems. This set of proposals 
includes precise measures, accompanied by their objectives and 
timetables, and are capable of implementation.

striking the balance

Success so far does not mean that there is no pressure on envi-
ronmental policy. Strong arguments are being made for the need 
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to be less ambitious with future policies for reasons of competi-
tiveness. Strong arguments are also being made to counter this 
suggestion, as well. Recognizing the pressures on environmental 
policy, the Dutch launched their “Clean, Clever, Competitive” 
approach. It aimed to demonstrate that eco-effi cient innova-
tions can contribute to growth and competitiveness.

Similar messages come from the European Environment 
Agency. Based on ongoing research, Jacqueline MacGlade, ex-
ecutive director of the European Environment Agency, put it this 
way: “We should not accept the fuzzy logic that better regula-
tion equates with less regulation which then leads to lower costs, 
more competitiveness, and hence more jobs. On the contrary, 
good regulation can now be shown to reduce costs for industry 
and business, create new markets, and drive innovation.”9

For the post-2012 period under debate, arguments have 
been made to focus on the effects of regulation on the admin-
istrative burden for business and how it impacts competitive-
ness. Environmental concerns will remain a clear part of the 
integrated assessment after the Kyoto protocol expires. The eu
environment ministers successfully argued that the costs of not 
taking timely action should be taken into account. The heads of 
the European Environment Agency assessed the contribution of 
good environmental regulation to competitiveness. They con-
cluded that “modern regulation” can reduce costs for industry 
and business and help create markets for goods and services as 
well as drive innovation, reduce business risk, increase invest-
ment confi dence, and help create and sustain jobs. It also will 
improve the health of the workforce and the wider public.

The eu is not just talking, but is actually pressing ahead with 
policy and daring to be ambitious. The formulation of initial am-
bitions for carbon-dioxide reductions for the period after 2012
is one example. In the original proposal by the European Com-
mission, targets for the period beyond 2012 were absent. There 
was a loud call from business to take a very close look at the pos-
sible effects on competitiveness. Based on cost-benefi t analysis of 
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potential reductions, environment ministers agreed to ambitious 
reduction targets: 15–30 percent reduction of greenhouse gas 
(ghg) emissions by 2020 and 60–80 percent by 2050.10

These goals show that the eu had the courage to take a long-
range approach regarding their post-Kyoto ambitions, while we 
in the United States still deny the necessity of even taking the 
fi rst steps. They recognized the impact of climate change and 
acknowledged that in view of the global emission reductions 
required, global joint efforts are needed in the coming decades.

cost-effectiveness of policy

The underlying philosophy of eu policy is changing. Regulation 
has long been the key instrument of policy leading to cleaner 
production, cleaner cars, improved recycling, and increasing 
use of renewable energy. Yet there is a trend toward enhanc-
ing more nonlegislative modes of governance and simplifying 
eu laws. With new regulation, a gradual change seems to be 
developing toward more focus on target setting and economic 
instruments. The recently established emissions trading plan for 
carbon dioxide is a good example.

To combat global warming, all eu member state govern-
ments have capped their industries’ emissions of carbon diox-
ide. Companies exceeding their cap must acquire an allowance 
from companies whose success at emissions reduction has left 
them with some to spare. These transactions are carried out 
within the eu’s innovative Emissions Trading Scheme (ets). The 
ets is the fi rst international trading system for carbon-dioxide
emissions in the world. It covers some twelve thousand installa-
tions representing close to half of Europe’s emissions of carbon 
dioxide. Emissions trading does not imply new environmental 
targets, but aims to achieve national commitments under the 
Kyoto Protocol in a more cost-effective way. Allowing compa-
nies to buy or sell emission allowances means that the targets 
can be achieved at lowest cost.
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In the so-called National Allocation Plans, member states of 
the eu have allowances they grant to each plant covered by the 
Emissions Trading Scheme.11 After the granting, allowances can 
then be bought or sold by companies among themselves. The 
European Commission is currently assessing the National Allo-
cation Plans. This assessment and approval of these plans is to 
ensure that the proposed total quantity of allowances must be 
in line with a member state’s Kyoto target. It must also ensure 
that the granting of allowances is not a form of state aid leading 
to discrimination between companies and disruption of a level 
playing fi eld for competition.

chemicals policy

The effect of chemicals on environmental health has become 
a specter threatening human and environmental health world-
wide and may be the most diffi cult of any of the environmental 
challenges humanity faces. Long-term use without understand-
ing the dangers has made it possible for chemical pollutants to 
accumulate in our soils, our drinking water, our air, in living 
organisms, and ourselves. For instance there is a presence of 
unhealthy amounts of synthetic chemicals in the breast milk of 
Eskimos living above the Arctic Circle. This is occurring even 
though the Eskimo people are thousands of miles away from 
any manufacturing source. Solving the problem of chemical 
pollution is a major necessity of our time.

Accepting this as a global challenge, the eu is attempting a 
dramatic improvement in the use of chemicals. While it is a pio-
neering effort with a slow start, a characteristic of the eu and 
emerging policy is persistence, which in the end has a record of 
making impossible dreams come true.

The program is called reach (Registration, Evaluation, 
Authorization, and Restriction of Chemicals).12 The two most 
important aims are to improve protection of human health 
and the environment from the hazards of chemicals, and to 
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enhance the competitiveness of the eu chemicals industry. 
The approach will attempt to replace sixty old regulations on 
chemicals. This new policy has been introduced because of a 
strong feeling that the old policy failed to produce suffi cient 
information about the effects of these chemicals and their risk 
to human health and the environment. Where risks were iden-
tifi ed, the old approach was slow to assess them. The old ap-
proach has also hampered research and innovation, causing 
the eu chemicals industry to lag behind its counterparts in the 
United States and Japan.

reach aims to make chemical regulation in Europe more 
consistent, with improved implementation and less red tape for 
business. It is a remarkable change giving greater responsibility 
to industry to manage the risks from chemicals and to provide 
safety information on substances. Manufacturers and importers 
will be required to gather information on the properties in their 
substances, which will help them be managed safely, and to reg-
ister the information in a central database. A chemicals agency 
will act as the central point in the reach system. It will run 
the databases necessary to operate the system, coordinate the 
in-depth evaluation of suspicious chemicals, and run a public 
database in which consumers and professionals can fi nd hazard 
information.

The ambition and design of the reach proposal has long 
been debated. Europe is one of the largest chemical-producing 
regions, and there was a strong fear that the new reach policy 
would negatively affect competitiveness of European businesses. 
To respond to the concerns of business, the European Commis-
sion undertook an impact assessment of the reach proposal. 
Its fi ndings are very clear. The overall cost to the chemicals in-
dustry and its downstream users would be 2.8 to 5.2 billion 
euros.13 From a macroeconomic perspective, the overall impact 
in terms of the reduction in the eu’s gross domestic product is 
expected to be very limited. The anticipated benefi ts to environ-
ment and human health are expected to be signifi cant.
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And there are more benefi ts. The European chemicals in-
dustry will benefi t from a single eu regulatory system, decision 
making with set deadlines, and a high quality image for their 
products. Users of chemicals will get relevant information on 
the safe use of each chemical substance they buy. They will have 
closer contacts with their suppliers, and will be able to ensure 
better protection of their workers. Their products will be safer 
for consumers and the environment.

One effect of reach was to challenge U.S. industry, which 
exports chemicals to Europe. Another eu directive, the Restric-
tion of Hazardous Substances, has been met by the Silicon Val-
ley electronic communication industry with a positive response. 
After being told that under the new eu directive they couldn’t 
export computers containing dangerous metals into European 
Union countries, certain U.S. industries agreed to manufacture 
their equipment in accordance with eu standards.

This is a much different response than the beef export in-
dustry initially gave when it was confronted with an eu chal-
lenge to the amounts of hormones and other growth chemicals 
in U.S. cattle. The U.S. industry has continued to have diffi culty 
exporting beef to Europe.

Since the reach policy is so substantial, European Union 
business has taken a very high interest in the design of the pol-
icy. As a result, a further impact assessment has been carried 
out. The environment commissioner concluded that the results 
show the impacts of reach to be positive and manageable and 
that work should continue to help companies readjust to the 
new standards. Following much discussion, the new eu law on 
reach was enacted in June 2007.

The European Union program, which I’ve described here in 
brief, and which is amply available on the Web for you to study, 
is exemplary. The United States, by comparison, is plan-less. 
With its total emphasis on economic matters, Congress has 
succeeded in blocking any sense of government planning that 
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would compare with the European Union’s program. If twenty-
seven separate nations can come together to form cohesive poli-
cies, then surely the United States, as well as individual U.S. 
states, can move ahead and develop a successful and compre-
hensive Green Plan.





Having observed the progress in the Green Plan countries for 
nearly twenty years, and having reported my fi ndings in three 
editions of this book, it is clear to me that the approach works. 
I believe history will look back and see the success of the Eu-
ropean Union and the Green Plan countries as an important 
transition point in this era of worldwide change.

History will also show that an unexpected benefi t of this 
merger of economy and the environment—which had to be 
linked together in order for genuine sustainability to succeed—
will be that the merger has given life to the concept of sustain-
ability.

This new perspective has serious implications for the United 
States. Since World War II we have been able to impose upon 
the world our view that economic prosperity is the dominant 
issue. Our habit of ignoring the environment has blinded us to 
the emerging power of sustainability.

But the world has been evolving, and in our belief that we 
could keep the old way going, we have failed to keep pace. When 
the Green Plan nations, particularly the eu nations, began to see 
the need to balance environment and economic development, we 
resisted; refusing, for example, to join the rest of the world in 
signing the Kyoto Treaty. In the United States, the fossil fuel in-
dustry still enjoys a huge infl uence in the current political scene—
so much so that when the president selected an ambassador to 
the European Union, he selected a former coal industry spokes-
person and lobbyist to promote the president’s position.1

Nevertheless, despite our objections, the eu countries are 
moving ahead with sustainable policies. Germany, for example, 
has created a policy of total solar energy for the future. The 
government will pay for part of all appliances, and every house 
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and building is considered a power site. Further, Germany has 
stated that coal and nuclear energy are poisons; their solar pro-
gram is underway and will replace them as a resource.

While we now lag behind the rest of the world, the United 
States will scramble, I believe, in the near future. A demon-
stration of our beginning to move is that a growing number of 
United States corporations—General Electric, PG&E, Bank of 
America, Hewlett Packard, Patagonia and others—are seeing 
the benefi ts of comprehensive management and are becoming 
Green—and comfortable with eu standards.

I have every reason to believe that the United States will wake 
up, join, and ultimately become a leader in this new sustainable 
world. We have what we need to go forward; we do not need to 
reinvent the wheel. The path toward restoring and maintaining a 
healthful quality of life is in place and the rest of the world waits, 
hoping we will take it. Of course, the reality is that the world is 
complex. The forces opposing change, especially the fossil fuel 
interests, are powerful and will attempt to maintain their way 
of domination. One thing I can predict with confi dence is that 
change will steer us in some unexpected directions.

So much has happened in the last decade that this book 
could have been several thousand pages long. However, impor-
tant information is now constantly being updated and made 
available on Internet Web sites. I suggest, as a way of beginning, 
that readers visit our Web site at the Resource Renewal Institute 
at http:/www.rri.org. From there you will be directed to “Green 
Plans in Action” and other Green Plan sites as well. Web sites 
of the Green Plan Countries are as follows.

European Union:
European Commission—Environment
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/index_en.htm

The Netherlands:
The Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning, and the 
Environment (vrom)
http://international.vrom.nl/pagina.html?id=5450
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New Zealand:
New Zealand Ministry for the Environment
http://www.mfe.govt.nz

Singapore:
Ministry of the Environment and Water Resources (mewr)
http://www.mewr.gov.sg
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emissions
Minimata, Japan, 51, 54–55
mining activities, in New Zea-

land, 148–49



200 | index

Ministry of Public Works and 
Water Management (Neth-
erlands), 92

Minnesota, 164
monitoring of long-term tar-

gets: in Netherlands, 88–89,
108–9, 124–26; in New 
Zealand, 146–48; in Singa-
pore, 159–60

Muir, John, 32

National Allocations Plans in 
eu, 174

National Coastal Policy State-
ment (New Zealand), 151

National Development Act 
(New Zealand), 130

National Ecological Network 
(nen) in Netherlands, 94

National Energy Effi ciency 
Committee (Singapore), 160

National Environmental Policy 
Plan. See nepp (National 
Environmental Policy Plan) 
(1989–90) (Netherlands)

National Spatial Strategy and 
Agenda for a Living Coun-
tryside Policy (Netherlands), 
94

native plants: in New Zealand, 
134–35; in Singapore, 158

natural resources, eu thematic 
strategy, 170, 171

Nature Conservancy, 10–11,
12

nature conservation: in eu,
170; in Singapore, 157,
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