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I speak to you today from the position of: 

  34 years in tertiary education – 30 as a professor – now retired 
  Emphasis on economics, marketing, business management and 

governance, and international business: included sustainability in 
masters-level business courses over last six years 

  Several company directorships in the past 
  More recent work in future insight 
  Strong commitment to the sustainability movement (SANZ/

UNDESD,TNS, CSRI) 
  Editor of recent publication ‘Strong Sustainability for New Zealand: 

Principles and Scenarios’ 
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Embracing the Future – Times of Great Change 

A complex sequence of global changes has already begun that will take 
human civilisation outside the range of prior experience in terms of 
magnitude, speed of arrival and simultaneity. All are subject to 
uncertainty. 

These changes are structural, not cyclical, and will cause abrupt and 
radical shifts in human living, work and recreation.  

They are all being caused by people - globally and locally - being unable 
to live in harmony with ecological systems and with each other.  

The drivers of these changes are here now, and will strengthen, whether 
or not humans are ready to cope with them. 
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Embracing the Future – Times of Great Change (2) 

Further changes will be caused by governments as they try to mitigate 
the effects of these changes – with mediocre results at best. 

Yet further change will come as civil society becomes sufficiently 
engaged and presses for more vigorous societal shifts towards 
sustainability. 

These statements should not be interpreted as alarmist. They are soundly 
based in science. Hence, it is better to regard them as a challenge to 
become prepared and as an invitation to face the future with the 
required knowledge and skills, and with both hope and resilience. 

My question for you is: facing as we do these times of great change, what 
are the future roles for adult and community education? 

Let us begin by reviewing the major drivers of change.  
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Major Global Drivers of Change (2) 

1.! Rapidly accelerating global climate change, with associated 
extreme weather, with both direct impacts and the further effects of 
policies of mitigation and adaptation. Irreversible ‘tipping points’ 
may occur. 

3.! Degradation of global and local ecological systems caused by 
population growth and human economic activity, further reducing 
the already grossly overloaded capacity of these ecological 
systems to ‘clean up’ pollution from human industry and 
consumption, and to continue to have the ability to contribute 
food, fibre, and energy. 

4.! Radical upward trends in the prices of hydrocarbons (oil, coal, 
natural gas) and wider variations around the trend, caused by 
increasing costs of extraction, internalisation of carbon gas 
emission costs, and recognition of ‘peak oil’. Substitution of 
renewable energy will increase, but it will be insufficient to avert 
major economic and social disruption as whole sectors of global 
and local economies fail. (Similar depletion of several other raw 
materials.) 
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Major Global Drivers of Change (3) 

4.! Poor and declining regional supplies of water (volume and quality) 
with consequent negative impacts on human health and mortality, 
agricultural food production, and supplies to industry. Regional 
conflicts will arise. 

6.! Critical global food supply deficit as population growth further 
outstrips the ability of both subsistence and commercial food 
production to feed humanity, resulting in widespread starvation. 

8.! Atmospheric and water-borne toxins from industrial sources having 
much more direct serious affects on the health and mortality of 
humans and many other species. 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Major Global Drivers of Change (4) 

7.! Geopolitical shifts and disruptions, as nations and blocs suffer 
adverse conditions, adjust to change, advance their ideologies, 
compete for critical resources, and attempt to exercise shifts in 
relative economic and military power. 

9.! Wide swings in economic activity including widespread market 
failures as economic and financial institutions struggle (with 
declining success) to operate in a world that is shifting and 
changing beyond their ranges of competency. 

10.!Advances in computers, information technology, global connectivity, 
robotics and other technologies. Some of these will assist in 
mitigating aspects of the changes listed above, but none will be a 
‘magic bullet’. 
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Major Global Drivers of Change (5) 

Most of these changes will be outside the range of prior human 
experience in terms of 

  Magnitude 
  Speed 
  Simultaneity. 

They will cause abrupt and radical shifts in human living and work, and 
will place great stress on economies, governance, and communities at 
all levels. The changes will have differential impacts across regions 
and within countries. 

Many of the political and economic institutions that we now rely upon will 
become dysfunctional. 
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Impacts in New Zealand 

  Environmental degradation of waterways and lakes will become 
extreme, with impacts on water quality for agricultural production and 
processing, manufacturing industry, human consumption, and 
recreation 

  Degradation of soils used for agriculture, horticulture, and forestry will 
worsen 

  Climate change and severe weather events will have deep impacts, but 
less than in many other countries, making NZ a ‘relatively safe haven’. 
Droughts in eastern areas will be severe, steep agricultural land will be 
retired from production, flood plains will be at great risk, and plant 
growing conditions will migrate southwards 

  Rising prices of oil will have huge effects on the costs of exporting 
and importing, and on the financial viability of many sectors 

  International geopolitical conflicts and international economic 
disruptions will seriously isolate NZ 
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Likely New Zealand Responses 

  Major shifts in rural land use and patterns of production, and in 
manufacturing, with consequent effects on communities 

  Reduced reliance on international trade 
  Increased local food production 
  Changes in urban living, of two kinds – more concentration in CBDs, 

and also shifts to semi-rural village environments 
  Very low tolerance for industrial and household pollution and waste 
  Increased emphasis on national and local self-sufficiency in renewable 

energy 
  Greatly strengthened sense of community and rising preferences for 

community living 
  Substantial changes in governance 
These changes will not come easily. Some will arrive abruptly and 

powerfully. They will place great stress on human living and work, 
governance processes, and communities.  

Dysfunctional institutions will be reluctant to give way, leading to civic 
and political disruptions. 
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Education that Prepares People for Unprecedented Change  

I suggest that adult and community education has a major role in 
preparing people properly for a future of this kind. 

Priorities should emphasise the requirement of change, and hence away 
from ‘business as usual’ programmes that will increasingly become 
obsolete. 

I suggest that five new learning experiences be introduced: 
1. Acquiring sound personal understanding of why the world is 

changing, and skills in anticipating change  
2. Developing capabilities to think through and formulate responses 

to anticipated changes, often at short notice, and without useful 
historical experience to call upon 
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Education that Prepares People for Unprecedented Change (2) 

3. Developing skills and confidence in decision-making and taking 
action in stressful circumstances 

4. Strengthening mental and emotional resilience 
5. Providing ways of achieving interpersonal cooperation, a sense of 

community, and trust and respect for others. 

These essential new  programmes should be meshed with the traditional 
programmes that remain relevant.  

I suggest that these innovations will enable people to address daunting 
and sometimes painful change with purpose and hope, rather than 
regarding themselves as victims, facing their futures with anxiety and 
fear. 
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Education that Equips People for the Shift to a Strongly 
Sustainable New Zealand 

Coping with global change will be challenging and tough, but it will not be 
enough. 

People in civil society will question with increasing strength the 
underlying reasons for the progressive failure of civilisation as we 
know it. 

They will conclude that the main culprit is the way we run our economies 
– production, distribution, and consumption – globally and in New 
Zealand. (The other major reason is population growth, but I will leave 
that aside from this discussion.) 

The following four diagrams will help to make the point. 
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ECONOMIC 

SOCIAL ENVIRONMENTAL 

Mickey Mouse Version of Triple Bottom 
Line Model (‘Business as Usual’) 
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BIOSPHERE 

SOCIOSPHERE 

ECONOSPHERE 

Strong Sustainability Model 
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Standard (Growth) Economy Diagram 
(derived from model by Daly) 
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Steady State Economy Diagram (derived 
from model by Daly) 
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Human Economic Decisions are Perverse 

People in civil society will see that most of the impacts of BAU economic 
activity are perverse. 

Through economic decisions – governmental, corporate, household, and 
personal – the current approach to human civilisation is creating 
changes - global and local – that are highly destructive to the 
wellbeing of humans, as well as to Nature (Life) as a whole. 

The reason for this can be found in the ethical assumptions that underpin 
our current approach to economics, the legal systems required to 
support it, and the political structures needed to support both. 

 These ethics are widely accepted - essentially without question - in the 
Western tradition and - more recently - in most of the rest of the world 
as well. 
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The Underpinning Ethic 

This ethic (called Utilitarianism) holds that: 
1.! Material income and wealth is the major source of happiness (utility) 
2.! Individual self interest is paramount (often referred to as ‘rational 

economic man’) and leads to greatest societal wellbeing 
3.! Perpetual economic growth is intrinsically good because it is the 

only way to achieve more utility (happiness) 
4.! Nature is valued only in terms of its contribution to generating utility 

for humans 
5.! An action is right when its outcome produces maximum net utility 

(happiness minus distress) for humans, compared to other options 
– essentially no matter what happens to those who suffer distress. 

You may doubt that people can accept this ethic, but we actually all do so 
by allowing our economy to work in the way that it does. 

Civil society will understand that this ethic has placed humans into 
conflict with Nature – a conflict that humans cannot win. 
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A Sustainable Future for Human Civilisation? 

The people of civil society will come to understand that human 
civilisation must shift urgently off the increasingly destructive path 
that is based on the BAU economic model and population growth. 

Civil society will recognise that: 
1.! Strong sustainability is the prerequisite and foundation of any human 

development, whether social, economic or technological. 
2.! Strong sustainability means the preservation of the integrity of all 

ecological systems in the biosphere. 
3.! Ecological integrity means the ability of an ecosystem to recover from 

disturbance and re-establish its stability, diversity and resilience. 
4.! A strongly sustainable human society lives and develops as an 

integral part of ecosystems that have ecological integrity. 
5.! Ethics, values and ‘world views’ must directly support strong 

sustainability because people know that they are integral with the 
ecological systems of the biosphere and they therefore desire the 
integrity of these systems. 
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The Required Shift in Societal Ethics and Values 

A societal shift away from destruction and towards strong sustainability 
will require a very different set of societal ethics and values, 
including:  

1.  Placing great importance on non-material sources of happiness. 
2.  Removing the perceived linkage between economic growth, material 

possessions, and success. 
3.  Affirming the deep interdependence of all people. The associated 

community values include a robust sense of mutual respect, fairness, 
cooperation, gratitude, compassion, forgiveness, humility, courage, 
mutual aid, charity, confidence, trust, courtesy, integrity, loyalty, and 
respectful use of resources. 

4.  Affirming the value of local community, with associated benefits of 
reduced environmental footprints and increased cooperation between 
people. 

5.  Valuing nature intrinsically through knowing that human society and its 
political economy is an integral and interdependent component of nature 
and the biosphere. Humans have reverence for nature and know that 
they are responsible for their impact on the integrity of all ecosystems in 
the biosphere. 
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A Suggested Role for Adult and Community Education 

Adult and community education has a crucial role in the processes by 
which civil society will recognise and adopt the principles of strong 
sustainability. I suggest two key programmes: 

1.! Providing practical understanding of how and why our current 
approach to economics is fatally flawed. 

2.! Guiding and assisting people to shift their personal and societal 
ethics and values along the lines that I have suggested. 

I realise that these topics may seem ‘risky territory’ to you because the 
economic subject seems a little political, and ethics are personal 
matters best left to families and churches. If so, I urge you to see 
past these beliefs because survival of human civilisation is at stake. 
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Conclusion: The Challenge for Adult and Community Education? 

The comments that I have made will no doubt be subjected to critical 
scrutiny, as they should be. I have suggested seven initiatives. Five 
of them aim to prepare people for unprecedented change: 

1.  Acquiring sound personal understanding of why the world is changing, 
and skills in anticipating change 

2.  Developing capabilities to think through and formulate responses to 
anticipated changes, often at short notice, and without useful historical 
experience to call upon 

3.  Developing skills and confidence in decision-making and taking action in 
stressful circumstances 

4.  Strengthening mental and emotional resilience 
5.  Providing ways of achieving interpersonal cooperation, a sense of 

community, and trust and respect for others. 
The other two contribute to the pathway to strong sustainability: 
1.  Providing practical understanding of how and why our current approach 

to economics is fatally flawed. 
2.  Guiding and assisting people to shift their personal and societal ethics 

and values along the lines that I have suggested. 

. 


