Well-Being and Sustainable Living Event

May 24th, 2007

Notes from the KNOWLEDGE CAFÉ

The following represents some meaning-making from facilitator notes from the four café tables at the Knowledge Café. This is not meant to be a comprehensive overview of discussions, nor does it present a coherent argument around well-being and sustainable living, rather this paper is a place in which different thoughts and feelings are represented in order that we can think more about our own and others positions. 

1. STARTERS: If a lifestyle was truly sustainable, what would if look like?

A truly sustainable lifestyle would be one where everyone works together in collective action to give more than they take, both at individual and family level. This would require changing individual behaviours as well as addressing the macro-economy, staring with industrial emissions and big business. Unless this happens, changes in individual behaviours (towards more ‘green’ options) are less likely to produce any sustainable impact. 

Nevertheless, the sorts of individual behaviour change suggested were:

· Walking and cycling rather than driving

· Buy energy efficient products for the home

· Cut down on air travel

· Move towards a more agrarian lifestyle

· Grow own organic produce

· Recycle waste

· Change attitudes towards a more conscious awareness of the impact of personal action on the world around you

The message is that everyone can have a more sustainable lifestyle whether they are living in the countryside or in urban environments. Adopting a sustainable lifestyle might be more difficult depending on the stage a person is at in their life course. Is it more difficult when bringing up small children, or much later in life?

Despite the possibilities of individual change, change at industrial/commercial level is more important. This would include local community as well as global foci in relation to:

· Improvements in public transport to make this more attractive than driving

· Promotion of healthy lifestyles such as cycling

· Improve social housing towards ‘green’ buildings where any new housing should be energy efficient with substantial discounts for people that move into them

· Indeed, all new buildings should be ‘green’ buildings no matter for what purpose

· Investment in technology and innovation

· Provide the sorts of infrastructural supports to recycle with ease and without punishment.

Governments need to take a lead here in providing the policy context in which such change is unavoidable. A change of thinking throughout all levels of society is imperative, underpinned by social policy for more sustainable lifestyles. In this sense, direct change was also suggested with adding further tax to air fares and car fuels and imposing quotas on those using air miles and 4x4 cars – each could have an ecological footprint. The implication here (which may not be accurate) is that people won’t adopt more sustainable lifestyles unless forced to do so and that they can be forced by financial sanctions. We should ensure that sustainable policy meets practice and that its not just rhetoric.

But it is not all about what governments can promote; it is also about how powerful social institutions can work towards sustainability as a priority. For instance, there is a need for education about sustainability in schools, built on solid knowledge. In general, people need to be more consciousness about food miles, although this is slowly happening as the media is raising awareness of issues of sustainability in a range of different domains.  The idea here is to prevent a top down approach that alienates at community and individual level, but, instead addresses the middle ground collectively. Without the appropriate knowledge and incentives, people can’t hope to be self-sufficient, engage with the concept of environmental limits, understand their own carbon footprint and impose quotas on themselves.

Ultimately, we are at the stage in societal and global development where serious discussion needs to be taking place about ‘what really matters’ in the present and for our futures. Can we really progress with the notion of well-being built on ever increasing patterns of consumption or on environmental sustainability?

2. MAIN COURSE: Are we moving into a post economic society?

Much of the discussion under this question revolved around: What does post economic mean? How does it involve money, power, employment, education? Are we really moving into late modernity rather than post-modernity?

There needs to be a fundament shift in thinking, moving away from making money, enjoying material wealth, acquiring a better house, car, more holidays and so on, towards a vision of well-being built on collective happiness, togetherness, friendships, social networks, work for social development, equality, justice. Of course, economic development is required to underpin this vision but with a movement away from an emphasis on GDP and materialism to Gross Domestic Happiness. It is difficult to imagine what a post-material economy would look like as we are confined by our own experience of our capitalist world. 

Currently, there is little chance of a real paradigm shift since government policy is focussed on maximising economic growth at all costs and people have been sold a dream of wealth creation to fuel individual happiness via acquiring the best car and a new TV. Resistance to the consumerist path does happen and is beginning to get beyond the margins. In this way, new social movements might make some difference but have little power to sustain change on a societal level. Understanding how and why such resistance is taking place amongst some sectors of society and not others is a critical question as we all need to buy into post-modern sustainable communities. 

Being green will be expensive in the short term, possible the long term as well and it may be that not all sectors of society will have an equal chance of embracing the new way of being. There is also the notion of chosen social segregation – people who exclude themselves from norms of society because they are wealthy enough. Those less well off, those living in deprived communities, those most marginalised within society will be left behind and won’t see the real benefits of ‘the good life’. 

3. DESSERTS: If policymakers had a free hand how might they promote sustainable lifestyles?

Interestingly, many of the discussions advocated ‘involvement’ of everyone, a situation where government/policy makers listen to what people really want. There needs to be a bottom up collaborative approach to defining societal priorities and practices for change. However, not all people (at individual, social or community level) want the same things, making collaboration a tough option, and consultancy without teeth an easy option to rubber stamp government led change. Currently, there is a general feeling throughout the population that consultation is all about talking and not about ‘doing’ and that essentially policy-makers have a free hand and that often, what they propose is not achievable and in the end nothing changes. 

Initially, there is greater need for think tanks and lobbyists like the New Economics Foundation who have the ear of the government.  

Where discussion did touch on the ways in which policy makers might promote sustainable lifestyles suggestions were: 

· Policy-makers should go back to the Thatcher taxation policy: 

Reminder to sustainability vs more growth

Progressive taxation would stifle growth  

Tax revenue put into public resources, eg public services

· The nuclear consultation has been made in the wrong way.

· Less focus on individuals – focus more on multinational companies.

· Put regeneration and sustainability on the curriculum.

· Promote sustainability through incentives not sanctions 

· Focus on individual v social freedoms including discourse on ‘freedom for whom and to do what?’ This should include freedom not to ‘be green’, would we want a society in which vegetarianism is compulsory?

4. DRINKS: How can communities be made sustainable?

Should we be talking about ‘How can communities be made sustainable’ OR ‘How can communities be enabled to be sustainable?’ This is an important difference because it shifts the focus from enforcement to empowerment. The state is not a benign beast, but has it’s own agenda in which enforcement is a lynchpin.

One key issue relates to the ways in which policy might provide the supports for more sustainable communities, if such a concept is a reasonable one. Policy-makers should be engaging with communities more on a genuine basis whereby those engage in policy development and change listen  (on an equal basis) to what ordinary people living everyday lives feel is achievable in relation to sustainability..

In addition, if communities are to change and well-being to improve, then government needs to engage more fully (and openly) with social enterprise so that community based initiatives are not foisted on communities but are designed and led more by a variety of community members/stakeholders.

There needs to be bottom up approach to ‘listening to’ and ‘engaging with’ in the first instance, and to continued involvement throughout decision making and implementation of change. However, change can only go so far and there will always be the issue that true and effective sustainability is too optimistic an endeavour. 

Recipes for sustainable communities included: 

· The need for more open spaces – trees and parks

· Preserving social networks and personal relationships

· Focus on emotional needs

· Focus on the needs of more marginalised groups such as the elderly

· Less TV and more leisure opportunities whereby opportunities for leisure are designed for people not for consumption; not for function, but for interaction.

· Look at the role of virtual communities – email; online forums etc. need to embrace new technology

· Ban all supermarkets, ban all caravans

· Look at how transience affects the local population and the negative effects that this can have on the community 

The role of community champions re social agency was discussed. Some felt the need for local people with knowledge and experience to champion the ideas of a sustainable community. This might include children and young people developing a personal stake in sustainable communities and developing the conditions for greater well-being. At the moment, while a European survey has suggested that UK young people have the poorest well-being, teenagers are generally seen as a separate species, and derided as a nuisance rather than a resource for change. However greater community based engagement and commitment should be available for all community members, no matter their age or status. The key is for people to be accountable to one another and to communicate well rather than to become entrenched in ‘side taking’. It is only when people feel they belong to a community that such commitment takes place.

