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What could managers of organisations do and / or not do to help to solve the world’s sustainability needs?
“We cannot solve our problems with the thinking we used to create them.” A. Einstein
Introduction
The world's population exceeded 8 billion people in November 2022 — a growth of another billion in just over a decade. As one of the main sources of increased greenhouse gas emissions and ecological destruction, every extra person adds to the strain on the planet's finite resources.
By 2050, an estimated 7 out of 10 people will likely live in urban areas (United Nations Statistics Division, 2023). Population growth is inexorably connected with key aspects of social and economic development. But rapid and poorly planned urbanisation leads to many challenges, including a shortage of affordable housing; insufficient infrastructure (e.g., public transportation); unsafe levels of air pollution; increased climate, and disaster risk. This in turn worsens issues with poverty; hunger and malnutrition; gender inequality; and adequate work opportunities.
Population Matters state, "Biodiversity loss, climate change, pollution, deforestation, water and food shortage — these are all exacerbated by our huge and ever-increasing numbers." (Kuebler, 2022)
Climate change is affecting the planet. Average global temperatures have risen by more than 1°C since the 1850s, with 2015 to 2020 (inclusive) the hottest years ever recorded (Met Office, 2023). 
The principle of sustainability is not passive limitation. At its core sustainability, means restricting the extraction and use of resources to that which can be regenerated, and entails the planning and anticipating of the economy in the ecological metabolic cycle and its rhythms of time (Weber, 2019). It is necessary, therefore, to reflect on the conditions and consequences of human activities for current and future generations. Extrapolating this means that sustainable development must be understood as a process of actively and innovatively searching, learning, and shaping the present and future of human activities on Earth (Weber, 2019).
Businesses that commit to sustainability and align themselves with strong values relating to environmental protection can potentially reap great rewards, such as cost savings, lower risks, supply chain security, access to new markets, customer loyalty, and overall enhanced brand value. A study published by the Department for Education, Food & Rural Affairs in 2011, suggests that U.K. businesses could save around £23 billion per year by making simple changes to use resources more efficiently and help protect the environment. Resource efficiency is key to this and is seen as an opportunity to achieve environmental benefits while also strengthening business resilience and decreasing costs (Anderson, 2023).

Background and Context
Sjåfjell argues that sustainability is not a question of either environmental protection or social justice, but of resolving the relationship between the two, so that they are mutually supportive (Sjåfjell, 2020). 
“Survival of the Richest”[footnoteRef:1] states that the richest 1 percent accumulated nearly two-thirds of all new wealth (worth $42 trillion) created since 2020, almost twice as much money as the bottom 99 percent of the world’s population (Oxfam, 2023). [1:  A report published by Oxfam on the opening day of the 2023 World Economic Forum in Davos https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/survival-richest.. It focuses on how taxing the rich is vital to addressing this unprecedented ‘polycrisis’and skyrocketing inequality. It shows how taxing the rich can set us clearly on the path to a more equal, sustainable world free of poverty.] 

On the back of rapidly rising energy and food profits, the wealth of billionaires has surged ahead in 2022. The report shows that 95 food and energy corporations have more than doubled their profits in 2022 - making $306 billion in windfall profits and paying out $257 billion (84 percent) of that to rich shareholders. In turn, excess corporate profits have driven at least half of inflation in Australia, the US, and the UK (Oxfam, 2023). 
This is in stark contrast to the 1.7 billion workers now living in countries where inflation is outpacing wages, with over 820 million people —roughly one in ten people on Earth— going hungry. Oxfam claim that Elon Musk, one of the world’s richest men, paid a “true tax rate” of about 3 percent between 2014 and 2018. They compared this figure with Aber Christine, a flour vendor in Uganda, who Oxfam highlighted makes $80 a month and pays a tax rate of 40 percent (Oxfam, 2023).
We are experiencing rising population growth, but it is the world's richest countries that are using the most resources per capita and driving increased consumption and associated pollution in turn. The Global Footprint Network have highlighted that if everyone on the planet lived like a citizen of the United States, we would need the resources of at least five Earths (Kuebler, 2022).
Much of our overconsumption has become entrenched in the values we see being promoted and in the way our societies have been established. It is recognised that we have been living beyond our means for many years now. This is not sustainable, and the more people seek to live a life of Western style comfort, the harder it will be for the Earth to regenerate its renewable biological resources, such as flora and fauna, and water. To meet the needs of the current world population, environmental NGO Global Footprint Network has estimated that we need an unsustainable 175% of the world's ecological resources every year (Kuebler, 2022). 
We need to realise that we can live well with less, without giving up on the quality of life many of us have grown accustomed to. Vanessa Perez-Cirera, the global economics director at the World Resources Institute, pointed out that the world has the necessary resources to feed a world population of 8 billion — so long as we rethink our current land use practises (Kuebler, 2022).
Similarly, Sylvia Lorek, a professor of consumer economics at the University of Helsinki and chair of the Sustainable Europe Research Institute in Germany, said it all depends on how we share our resources. She argues that we must challenge our current consumption patterns, especially in the Global North (Kuebler, 2022).
As managers, we can effect positive change through our organisation to address some of these sustainability challenges.



The Business Case for Sustainability
Once thought to be opposing goals, sustainability and financial success now go hand-in-hand for many businesses (Cote, 2021). 
The core tenant of the Friedman doctrine argues that the main responsibility of a business is to maximise its revenue and increase returns to shareholders, with the focus of business decisions always on the financial interests of shareholders. Friedman’s view was that no company is obligated to engage in social responsibility unless the shareholders choose to. 
In 2022, and as reported by Reuters, Shell generated a profit of $40bn (Nasralla, 2023) -- more than double the previous year. Chief Executive Wael Sawan was quoted as saying "We intend to remain disciplined while delivering compelling shareholder returns (Nasralla, 2023)." 
Recognising their role in effecting change and in response to consumer and investor demands, big business is increasingly taking a more proactive and altruistic approach to sustainability. 
The Washington Post reported on the Business Roundtable (a group that represents CEOs of big corporations including Apple, JP Morgan, General Motors and more) reversing its official position on “the purpose of the corporation (Heuvel, 2019)” and abandoning its long-standing commitment to “shareholder primacy.” The renewed purpose of the Business Roundtable is to benefit other “stakeholders” as well, including employees, customers, and citizens rather than continuing to maximize profits for shareholders.
“Each of our stakeholders is essential. We commit to deliver value to all of them, for the future success of our companies, our communities, and our country (The Beautiful Truth , 2023).”
Companies need to commit to sustainability to stay competitive and relevant. This has resulted in them capitalising on local conditions and shaping their business strategies to accommodate constraints on natural resources in a way that allows them to develop innovative new products, services, and business models. This also provides opportunities to bolster their growth, profitability, and add societal value (International Finance Corporation, n.d.).
But the business case for sustainability must be intelligently and strategically linked to the core business strategy (Ekberg, 2018). How the links between environmental and social action and economic success are managed, and advanced while still allowing for innovation is therefore important. 
Without strategic planning and implementation, the business case for sustainability is often seen as an ad hoc measure that may coincidentally complement the existing business model and potentially bring economic benefits as a consequence (Ekberg, 2018). As identified by Rossi (Rossi, 2014), the drivers for developing a business case for sustainability evolve from different situations and frame conditions. These drivers may derive from regulatory requirements, non-governmental organization advocacy, product recalls, media attention, consumer demand or the recognition of a new market opportunity.
To embed sustainability and establish a beneficial value proposition for the organisation and investors, the key drivers which our organization should focus on are:
· risk reduction and reduction of negative financial impacts
· positive financial impacts and growth through new markets, increased sales and cost reduction
· reputation issues
· operational efficiency and effectiveness
· improved attractiveness as an employer

Sustainability as Key Driver for Creating Value
Sustainable development is not a new concept. With an increasing awareness of climate change, sustainable development is growing in prominence as a discrete and identifiable effort for business. For example, 83 percent of American and European executives surveyed thought that companies could develop real business value and economic prosperity from sustainable development initiatives, according to a study from Arthur D. Little (EHS Today Staff, 1998).
The Brundtland report defines sustainable development as meeting “the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs." But sustainable development also encompasses continued economic prosperity, environmental protection, and social equity (EHS Today Staff, 1998). As such, sustainability is about living within the means of natural systems and ensuring that our lifestyle doesn't harm other people. Modern sustainability is the integration of the environment, people, and economy (Software AG, n.d.). 
Consumers care about the environment and the impact of their everyday choices. More than 90 percent of global consumers surveyed say they want companies to address social and environmental issues (Rainforest Alliance, 2019). Consequently, consumers are steadily turning to brands and products that reflect their vision, and shareholders are taking note. Therefore, for a business to continue in an ethical manner, it must respect the planet by limiting its impact on the environment as much as possible (Anderson, 2023). 
As the velocity of innovation increases, the business case for sustainability grows stronger and offers opportunities for increased profitability and positive brand impact. Neglecting environmental and social impacts has detrimental effects on long-term business growth and profits. By better managing risk and operating more efficiently, companies can see an uplift in their profitability (Software AG, n.d.). 
Sustainable value creation requires companies to have systems thinking[footnoteRef:2] when making business decisions. To achieve this, companies need to consider value creation for multiple stakeholders, including customers, suppliers, employees, society, and planet (Evans, 2017). [2:  Systems thinking is a technique for investigating entire systems, seeking to understand the relationships, the interactions, and the boundaries between parts of a system (Senge et al. 2008; Cabrera and Cabrera 2015). ] 

In terms of our city, and reflecting McKinsey there are five essential ways environmental, social and governance (ESG)[footnoteRef:3] can connect to value creation for our organisation: [3:  Environmental, social, and governance (ESG) investing refers to a set of standards for a company’s behaviour used by socially conscious investors to screen potential investments. https://www.investopedia.com/terms/e/environmental-social-and-governance-esg-criteria.asp ] 

· Top-line growth – ESG attracts B2B[footnoteRef:4] and B2C[footnoteRef:5] customers with sustainable products and achieves better access to resources through stronger community and government relations. [4:  B2B is short for “business to business.” It’s a business model in which the companies involved create products and services for other businesses and organizations. B2B companies can include software as a service (SaaS), marketing firms, and businesses that create and sell various supplies. https://www.businessnewsdaily.com/5000-what-is-b2b.html ]  [5:  Business-to-consumer (B2C) is a type of business transaction where a company sells products or services directly to consumers who are end-users of its products or services. https://www.financestrategists.com/financial-advisor/b2b-vs-b2c/b2c/ ] 

· Cost reductions – ESG lowers energy consumption and reduces water intake.
· Regulatory and legal interventions – ESG achieves greater strategic freedom through deregulation and earns subsidies and government support.
· Productivity uplift – ESG boosts employee motivation and attracts talent through greater social credibility.
· Investment and asset optimization – ESG enhances investment returns by better allocating capital for the long term and avoids investments that may not pay off because of longer-term environmental issues (Software AG, n.d.).

Natural Capital
Ecosystem services, or the collective benefits provided by the resources and processes supplied by natural capital, are imperative for our survival and well-being, as well as forming the basis for all economic activity.
“The environment provides some $72tn a year of “free” support to the global economy. That’s more than four times the size of the US economy.” Inger Andersen Director General, International Union for Conservation of Nature (Natural Capital Finance Alliance, n.d.)
The World Economic Forum estimate that over half of global GDP is moderately or highly dependent on nature — with $44 trillion potentially threatened by nature loss (Deloitte, n.d.). The affects all businesses, either directly, or through the supply chain. Businesses need take responsibility for their role in protecting natural resources and their ecosystems.
The David Suzuki Foundation define Natural Capital, as “the planet’s stocks of water, land, air, and renewable and non-renewable resources (such as plant and animal species, forests, and minerals) (David Suzuki Foundation, n.d.)”. All forms of capital can provide a flow of goods and services. In the same way, components of natural capital interact to provide humans and other species with goods and services that are wide-ranging and diverse (David Suzuki Foundation, n.d.). 
A landmark report led by Professor Sir Partha Dasgupta on the Economics of Biodiversity and recently published by the UK Treasury recommends we treat nature as an asset and introduce natural capital into our national accounting systems (Deloitte, n.d.). This represents a change in our measures of economic success. 
However, businesses continue to consume renewable and non-renewable resources we should be holding in common for our collective good for their benefit and the benefit of their shareholders. Unless we allow our renewable natural capital to recover and control the rate of draw down, we run the risk of an ecosystem collapse. Therefore, it should not be controversial to believe that corporations owe some measure of accountability to the society that allows them to accumulate massive wealth (European Environment Agency, 2023). Consequently, to address our natural capital impact, as businesses we should identify where the highest impacts and dependencies on nature lie across the company’s value chain.
There are several ways we can start to consider natural capital on our programme of works, such as:
· policy and regulating our supply chain partners (via contractual requirements, master plan, and relevant legislation) to take reasonable steps that reduce waste, conserve water and materials, and improve energy efficiency. 
· to achieve a bigger impact, taking a circular economy approach by trying to remove waste from our design, construction, operation, and maintenance process to conserve natural resources, could help us to realise cost savings and preserve natural resources.
· Disclosure is an important aspect in helping to preserve our natural capital and increasingly businesses are setting nature-based targets and utilising to give investors and other stakeholders a complete and transparent picture of their environmental risks. Eventually we could begin accounting for natural capital by using the Natural Capital Protocol, a framework designed to help businesses better manage their natural capital.

Sustainable Cities
Cities represent a complex arrangement of many interrelated systems. However, cities are not abstract sustainability systems. They are organic entities where real people live, work, study and fulfil themselves. As highlighted in People-Smart Sustainable Cities (UNECE), cities are made of people, by people and for people. Sustainable measures therefore must make sense for inhabitants of cities, making their life more liveable. Furthermore, it is people who drive sustainability and are its ultimate source and beneficiaries.
More than half the world’s population live in cities, and it is estimated that by 2050 seven out of ten people will likely live in urban areas. Cities are drivers of economic growth and contribute more than 80 per cent of global GDP. However, they also account for more than 70 per cent of global greenhouse gas emissions (United Nations, n.d.).
The United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) and International Telecommunication Union (ITU) developed the following definition for smart sustainable cities:
A smart sustainable city is an innovative city that uses ICTs and other means to improve quality of life, efficiency of urban operation and services, and competitiveness, while ensuring that it meets the needs of present and future generations with respect to economic, social, environmental as well as cultural aspects (United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, n.d.).
Goal 11 of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals relates to making cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable. If well-planned and managed, urban development can be sustainable and generate inclusive prosperity. 
The “Sustainable Cities and Communities” concept of the World Bank’s Urban, Disaster Risk Management, Resilience and Land Global Practice (GPURL) includes four key dimensions:
· Sustainable Communities are environmentally sustainable in terms of cleanliness and efficiency.
· Sustainable communities are resilient to social, economic, and natural shocks. They are well prepared for natural disasters, which are increasing in intensity and frequency due to climate change.
· Sustainable Communities are inclusive communities. They bring all dimensions of society and all groups of people—including the marginalized and vulnerable—into their markets, their services, and their development.
· Sustainable Communities are competitive communities that can stay productive and generate jobs for members of the community (The World Bank, n.d.).
To address the challenges cities face, they should develop an open culture of governance that facilitates reflective learning, creativity, innovation, and co-creation to fully explore their innovative potential for sustainable development and sustainability transitions.
Policy is important in this respect, but smart policy intervention is not a prescribed set of strategies with expected results. Rather it is a continuous and exploratory process, set within the dynamic situations of real-life practices that are made up of complex systems of changing problems that interact with each other.
Drawing on proposals by Senior Scientist Dr. Simone Sandholz of the United Nations University - Institute for Environment and Human Security (UNU-EHS), the following aspects should be incorporated into the governance of our city to become more sustainable and resilient:
1. Urban transport systems need to become more sustainable – e.g., public transit and transit-oriented development and non-motorized transit
2. Nature-based solutions work for cities -- e.g., New York City’s greened rooftops and streets that can better manage storm water runoff and improve urban climate. 
3. Community networks can support urban disaster resilience – e.g., mixed use neighbourhoods, 15-minute city, etc.
4. Smart solutions can improve urban livelihood – e.g., digital technologies such as mobile money 
5. Cities, countries and international bodies need to collaborate – e.g., the United Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat III) in which 167 counties participated to focus on sustainable urban development and adopted the “New Urban Agenda” (United Nations University - EHS, 2018)

Sustainability is not just a buzzword; it’s a business imperative.
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