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Fi ve  ch a n g es o f  p ar ad ig m  f o r  Su st a in ab le  Pr osp er i t y . 
 
How can we speak wit h any cert ainty about  our  future prosper it y given t he swir ling forces of int ernat ional capital, 
global developme nt ,  pat terns of t rade, shift s in geo-polit ical power and regional conflict s? Focusing on all t he really 
big global issues Ð surging growt h in China and I ndia,  escalat ing tensions in t he mi ddle east ,  t he spread of religious 
int olerance, poverty and disease in Afr ica, the spect re of global pandemi cs, and so on Ð can easily ma ke one feel 
powerless in t he face of t he fut ure.  
 
I n fact  a sense of power lessness seem s to have become  a character ist ic of Aust ralian polit ical life over  the last  decade 
or so.  I  spent  f ive years out  of  Aust ralia at  the turn of the century;  when I  returned I  was shocked by what  seeme d 
to m e to be a m alaise, a collapse of confidence, a w idespread acceptance that  we could have lit t le cont rol over own 
fate.  We seeme d as a nat ion to have t urned away from engaging wit h t he fut ure Ð either ignor ing it  and clinging to 
ima ges and values of some  idealised past  (when world events m oved m ore slowly) , or  wat ching it  unfold from t he 
sidelines as if we had no choice but  to be dragged along wit h the flow. I  was surpr ised as well by  st rangely  
comp lacent  Aust ralia had becom e as it s economy  veered back  towards it s old colonial state, dependent  on the export  
of raw ma t er ials, for  processing Ð value-adding Ð by others. Except  for  t he subst ant ial growt h in services,  part icular ly  
the export  of educat ion,  we seem ed t o be content  to return to our role as a farm and m ine for the wor ld.  
 
I  am pleased t hat  now t here seem s t o be a change in the cultural mo od in Aust ralia, a re-growth of confidence and 
determ inat ion to act ively  engage wit h t he project  of shaping our future. ÒFuture MelbourneÓ, in t he way that  it  is 
being fram ed and executed, is evidence of this.  Em barking on a visionary proj ect  t o define t he character and 
business and prosper it y of Melbourne as it  evolves over the next  15-20 years, and t o do so via wide consultat ion with 
it s comm unit ies ( including t he Universit y) , reflects a new spir it  which is both posit ive and encouraging. 
 
So, for  me , we should we st art  a dialogue on sustainable prosper it y by  not ing t hat  our fut ure will depend on our  
abilit y to nurt ure t hat  re- em erging spir it ,  t o ident ify  where it  is st rongest  and help t he confidence t o spread. Thus it  is 
sym bolically imp ortant  that  this conversat ion takes place in this Bio21 building Ð me dial and bio- research is one 
cr it ical dom ain that  has never lost  confidence in our abilit y t o cont r ibute globally, well beyond our size as a scient ific 
comm unit y . Undoubtedly t he explorat ion of  Creat ive Melbourne as part  of  this program  will likewise tap int o a 
confidence and  a creat iv it y that  has not  been great ly  dim me d by t he damp ened spir it  of  the last  decade. We need to 
be writ ing new lit erat ure, project ing new ima ges, re-envisioning our lives and re- invent ing our future,  w ith different  
concept s of prosper it y . 
 
 
Su st a in a b le  Pr osp e r i t y  Ð Su st a i n ab le  Fu t u r es Ð Su st a in a b le  Melb o u r n e .  
Sustainable prosper it y in Fut ure Melbourne will be shaped by our response to another  global issue which was not  in 
my  init ial l ist , an issue that  poses the greatest  single challenge for our resurgent  cultural mo od. The challenge, which 
seems  t o confront  us suddenly,  is essent ially  of  a different  character t o all t he rest , being fundam ent ally , universally , 
global, posing the same  challenge for all ma rkets, regions, nat ions and economi es:   
 

how to shape development – business, economy, production, consumption, lifestyles – to deal with climate 
change (keeping global warming under 2 degrees and adjusting to a rise in temperature). 
 

This issue is of  clim ate change is of a different  character because it  is about  t he physics of our  wor ld rat her  than t he 
dynam ics of huma n and social relat ions;  it  is about  t he funct ioning of the nat ural systems  of t he world in which we 
live, rat her t han t he way we const ruct  our economi c,  polit ical, cult ural or  religious existence within that  wor ld.  
 
Focusing on how we respond t o clim ate change suggest  six  changes in paradigm for our future prosper it y .  The fir st  
two concern innovation. 
 
 
Pr osp e r i t y  f r o m  Eco- I n n ova t i on . 
The imp licat ions of clim ate change are so great  (and comm unit y awareness so high)  t hat  it  is already creat ing an 
indust ry of sensat ionalism as the me dia and interest  groups t ry t o st ake out  terr it ory . There are conspiracy theor ist s 
that  project  the idea as an organised program for genocide and global domi nat ion;  huge corporate invest m ents are 
st ill being m ade t o st im ulate confusion, t o challenge t he science, t o protect  the power and capital t hat  has der ived 
from  the past  exploitat ion of ( cheap)  fossil fuels.   
 
I t  is in that  context  t hat  we are hear ing from self- proclaime d Ôclima te realist sÕ that  Aust ralia has t o f ind a way to 
respond t o clima te change that  does not  affect  our economy . That  is a dangerously outdated way of responding to 
the issue;  it  has echoes of ear lier  j ust ificat ions for comp lacency in relat ion t o environm ent al challengesÐ Ôconservat ion 
or progressÕ, the Ôenvironm ent  or developm entÕ. What  we have learnt  from the last  t hir t y years of act ion on 
env ironm ental issues ( for  examp le wit h CFCs and t he ozone hole)  is that  prosper it y  com es from finding a way to have 
bot h developme nt  and environm ent . Our choice is not ‘lowering carbon or a thriving economy’– low carbon is the 
future economy.  
 



 2 

For alm ost  a decade ma j or internat ional agencies,  indust ry organisat ions and ma ny OECD count r ies have been talk ing 
about  t hat  new low- carbon economy  as possibly the greatest  indust r ial revolut ion in hum an hist ory . That  language is 
also quiet ly evident  (belatedly)  in business discourse in Aust ralia. Our fut ure prosper it y will depend on how fast  we 
can emb race the realit y of t hat  revolut ion and becom e part  of t he fut ure economy . The Sterne report  confirme d what  
ma ny sm aller  and less comp rehensive reports had already  said, we have only a short  t ime  t o act  if we are to avoid 
the devastat ing economi c effects of clima t e change.  
 
So, t he f irst  paradigm change is that  we could:  
 

1. Embrace the revolution: focus creativity, invention and innovation towards a low–carbon, 
low water economy. 

 
Our federal governm ent  and our ult ra- conservat ive newspapers see clima te change ÔradicalsÕ everywhere. A ÔradicalÕ 
is anyone, or any  organisat ion, that  argues for set t ing long- term targets for CO2 reduct ion, part icular ly t hose based 
on the best  scient ific m odelling of what  is required t o avoid cat ast rophic warm ing Ð a 60% -80%  reduct ion in CO2 
product ion ( or carbon based energy)  by 2050. Apparent ly t he dangerously radical nat ure of such proposit ions is t he 
idea of advocat ing targets wit hout  knowing how to realise t hem . Yet , radicals seem t o have taken over so ma ny 
count r ies and econom ies Ð the UK, Germa ny, California,  Japan, NZ, mo st  of Scandinavia and so on Ð as well as m any 
global businesses, which have com mi t ted to long term targets.  The cit y of Melbourne is a ÔradicalÕ wit h it s carbon 
targets. Sustainabilit y Victor ia is adopt ing ser iously ÔradicalÕ targets as an organisat ion. I t  is ironical in t he ext reme  
that  one m aj or newspaper that  is so v igilant  in hunt ing down and exposing clim ate radicals is owned by a global 
comp any that  is publicly commi t ted to reducing it s net  CO2 em issions t o zero (100% )  by 2010. ( St rangely there are 
no editor ials denouncing Rupert  Murdoch as a clima te change radical.)   
 
Does News Limi t ed know how it  will becom e carbon neut ral by  2010? Probably not . There is an increasing list  of  
global comp anies t hat  have ma de t he same  com mi tm ent  and there is already  enough exper ience from  com panies 
that  are well on t he way , like the bank HSBC, t o suggest  that  achiev ing such goals requires ser ious invest me nt  in 
t ime  ( and resources)  and significant  business rest ruct ur ing. HSBC spokespeople say  that  it  did not  know how it  would 
achieve it s goal when it  m ade it s decision. Mak ing such commi t me nts is not  j ust  about  reputat ion. Set t ing long term 
targets for  change, for  the per forma nce of products, or services,  or product iv it y,  or  efficiency , is a proven way  of 
dr iv ing innovat ion and shaping new m arket s. I nnovat ive businesses know t his and build their  research and 
developme nts st rat egies around the idea -  t hey  call t hese Ôst retch- targetsÕ.    
 
So the second paradigm change is a corollary  to t he first :  
 

2. Embrace the idea of big challenges, audacious goals, visionary targets. 
 
That  cultural or ient at ion is necessary in order t o inspire people, to st imu late creat iv it y , comm itme nt ,  product iv it y 
and, m ost  imp ortant ly , hope in the face of  challenge. Melbourne Cit y Council is already working wit hin that  
fram ework and not  j ust  in relat ion to it s carbon neut ral plan. Look at  it s st ret ch target  for  water use in parks and 
gardens and st reet  plantat ions;  can it  achieve it s stat ed goal of zero net  pot able-qualit y water use in t hat  area in 
three years?  Will t hey be able to find 1000 me ga lit res of water  from ot her sources? Can they reduce t he current  
consump t ion figure by  m ore t han 20% ? What  will it  me an t o re- envision Melbourne as a water catchme nt? I Õve now 
me t  m any people who have been drawn int o that  expedit ion into t he unknown, people who are challenged and 
great ly  st imu lated by  the prospect  of  finding solut ions to achieve t hese goals. This is an examp le of set t ing audacious 
goals to dr ive creat iv it y and invent ion and it  w ill produce new solut ions essent ial t o our economi c, social and 
env ironm ental prosper it y . 
 
  
Bey on d  Ôen vi r o n m e n t a l  t ech n o lo g y Õ. 
So, if t he fir st  two keys are about  st im ulat ing act ion, what  can we say about  the direct ion or the desired outcome s of 
such act ion?  What  do we know, what  can we say  about  the shape of a sustainable future,  about  an economy  that  w ill 
result  from dealing wit h clima te change -  bot h in t he sense of adapt ing to, or l iv ing wit h, it s effects,  as well as act ing 
to reduce it s causes?  Here I  t hink a num ber of t hings that  are becomi ng very clear.   The f irst  is about  technological 
change.   
 
When we t alk of innovat ion we generally  think  ÔtechnologyÕ;  in the context  of clima te change we expect  Ôinnovat ionÕ t o 
deliver imp ortant  new technologies Ð new cheap solar  cells, possibly new ult ra-eff icient  m otors or l ight  sources ( like 
LEDÕs)  and so on. We hope to see new disrupt ive technologies, new technical capacit ies that  t ransform and re-shape 
ma rkets.   
 
Some  comp lacency in t he face of clim ate change reflects a belief that  new super technology will f ix the problem . 
There are proposals t o filt er  solar radiat ion at  the eart hs surface by generat ing clouds from ocean t rawling mi st  
ma chines, or spreading float ing filt er-nets in space. These are like ot her scheme s for the bury ing of vast  amo unts 
CO2, or designing and building 10,000 cheap and safe nuclear power plants. I t  is easy  for technological crutches 
support  a delusional form of techno- comp lacency .    
 
This Ôbig techno- fixÕ perspect ive can easily generate anot her  kind of pessimi sm about  the cont r ibut ion that  a sma ll 
count ry such as Aust ralia ( wit h our  t iny econom y)  can m ake to t he resolut ion of this problem . True, we m ay be able 
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t o m ake a signif icant  cont r ibut ion in the bio- me dical sciences and technologies, but  we cant  hope to com pete in t oo 
ma ny areas of technology against  the global giant s.  This kind of  think ing seems  t o perme ate mu ch of t he recent  
polit ical debate on clim ate change in Aust ralia. Our economy  depends on the old technology of fossil fuels and t he 
only cont r ibut ion we ma y be able t o m ake is to technological change is t o ma ke some  sm all cont r ibut ion t o imp rov ing 
the efficiency of burning coal. The real low carbon technologies of t he fut ure will come  from  ÔoverseasÕ.  
 
Over t he last  few weeks sect ions of the report  of  the Pr im e Ministers task force on carbon- t rading have been 
select ively and systema t ically mi squoted by var ious polit icians. They claim  that  the report  shows t hat  t o achieve 
targets for  reduct ion of 50%  CO2 by 2050 in Aust ralia would have to t ake all cars of f t he roads and generate all 
elect r icit y  from nuclear power. The select ive mi srepresentat ion com es from om it t ing a crucial qualificat ion in the 
reportÕs statem ent  Ð barring any significant technological shifts in the economy…. (The report  is j ust  ma king the point  
that  dealing wit h clim ate change is about  t ransformi ng the economy .)  Such select ive m isquot ing ma y not  j ust  reflect  
an int ent ion t o scare the comm unit y int o accept ing t hat  we are com pelled to cont inue t o live in a high- carbon future.  
I t  is probably a deeper reflect ion of a belief  that  any new technological shift s in t he economy  will come  from 
elsewhere and end up in the im port  side of our balance of  paym ent s.   
 
The cr it ical point  however is t hat  Ôsignif icant  technological shift sÕ includes big new technologies as well as a my r iad of 
sm aller  things t hat  can t ransform t he efficiencies of use of energy ( or wat er) . I ncreasing Ôend- useÕ energy efficiency is 
alm ost  universally accepted as the lowest  cost  pat h t o reducing CO2. This path incorporates social and organisat ional 
innovat ion as well as technical -  changes in t he organisation of syst em s of product ion and consump t ion,  changes in 
urban infrast ructure, in life-sty les, behav iour and values.   
 
As ma ny ot her count r ies understand, signif icant  changes in the carbon intensit y  of  the economy  can com e from  the 
re-configurat ion of current  technology t o create new system s, and from f inding new applicat ions of exist ing 
technologies. Many new solut ions,  new invent ions and innovat ion will appear as services rat her t han products;  t he 
cont r ibut ion of t he service sector  to our prosper it y w ill grow  as we develop solut ions t o liv ing wit hin our 
env ironm ental lim it s. This endeavour requires creat iv it y, ingenuit y and v ision but  can be achieved wit h lower capit al 
investm ent  and even in low populat ion m arket s.  
 
So the next  paradigm change can be descr ibed as:  
 

3. Don’t wait for big technology – focus on new uses of existing technology, smart outcomes, 
new solutions, enabling services.  

 
 
D i ve r si t y , r esi l i e n ce an d  l oca l i sed  so l u t i on s. 
Given the rate at  which t he new low-carbon revolut ion will proceed, our future prosper it y  will depend on developing 
st rategies and policies which support  experimentation and the rapid generat ion of a diversity of innovat ive new 
solut ions, new services, new product s and new life-st yles. I nstead of  only  focusing Ð as we do t radit ionally  Ð on large 
scale project s, t he urgent  need t o st im ulate diversit y suggests t hat  it  m akes sense t o support  sma ller , localised 
exper ime ntat ion and developme nt ,  responding t o well understood, socially and cult urally imp ortant  local condit ions. 
Sm aller-scale locally- relevant  solut ions require less investm ent , can bet ter harness creat iv it y and exper ime ntat ion, 
are mo re imme diately relevant  to t he com mu nit y and have less imp act  if t hey fail.  
 
Any innovat ive solut ions t hat  are successful at  a local level can be replicated elsewhere or scaled up if t hey  seem 
relevant . Such an approach is evident  in the policy frame works of a numb er of count r ies where t ransit ioning to a 
sustainable future is viewed alm ost  as an Ôevolut ionaryÕ st rategy Ð st im ulate a diversit y of new innovat ions and 
ÔselectÕ t he Ôbest  fit t edÕ t o mu lt iply . There is a great  focus of interest  on t ransforma t ions at  the level of com mu nit ies, 
towns and cit ies;  t his is where exper ime nt at ion is greatest , where t he spir it  of  engageme nt  is growing. Models for 
new ways of l iv ing, new services and businesses, at  t he level of t owns and com mu nit ies, inspire others, give hope 
and deliver real gains in local prosper it y 1. 
 
So the next  change is:  
 

4. It is good to have a ‘Melbourne Solutions’ – to encourage a diversity of local solutions 
relevant to the specific context of Melbourne’s sustainability challenges.  

 
 
Finally,  t he last  and m ost  significant  paradigm shift  is related t o designing secure, resilient  systems . Clim at e change 
and sever weather events will force us t o change t he way  that  we think  about  the organisat ion of  all t he comp lex 
systems  on which our lives depend.  
 
The challenge of clim ate change is in it s  effect s, in the pace and scale of change, and thatÕs where t he real 
uncert aint ies st ill l ie. Project ions of change, temp erat ures, sea- level r ise, rainfall pat terns Ð and all t he consequent  
effects Ð are averages from  a lot  of m odelling that  have big uncert aint ies;  the im pacts could be less than projected or 
far  worse. About  t he only  thing that  seem s certain is that  we can expect  rapid changes in the frequency of severe 

                                                
1 You can follow these developments on the internet  at our new international site: www.SustinableCitiesNet.com and for Melbourne at : 
www.SustinableMelbourne.com; or visions of Melbourne in 25 years, look at “M2032” at www.EcoInnovationLab.com 
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weather  events.  Concern about  disrupt ion of exist ing infrast ruct ure, exist ing systems  of product ion and dist r ibut ion 
of goods, is growing. Expect  a lot  m ore t alk about  water secur it y, energy  secur it y , food secur it y .  
 
We need to design new systems  of  product ion and consum pt ion that  are resilient , adaptable in t he cont ext  of change, 
robust  under  physical challenge.   The design direct ions are already clear;  they are re- enforced by  the huge success 
of a system internat ionally developed to be robust  against  all k inds of at tack Ð t he internet . The internet  is a m odel of 
a dist r ibuted system Ð localised product ion wit h networked dist r ibut ion.  The sam e m odel is appear ing in energy . A 
resilient , secure elect r icit y  system  consists of  m any  diverse localised product ion unit s feeding int o the gr id. A pat tern 
of gr id- connected dist r ibuted elect r icit y generat ion can be m ore eff icient  and effect ive;  it  support s the ut ilisat ion of 
diverse energy sources where t hey exist  ( solar,  w ind, geotherma l,  t idal,  biom ass, et c) ;  it  reduces dist r ibut ion losses 
and provides greater secur it y in t he face of threat s to infrast ruct ure. I f an ÔeventÕ t akes out  some  wind generators it  
has lit t le ef fect  on t he t otal generat ion system ( in cont rast  to t he effects of disrupt ion of large product ion unit s) . That  
is why so ma ny count r ies are planning for  a ma ssive increase in dist r ibuted Ômi cro- generat ionÕ.  
 
The same  shift  of t hinking is evident  in water Ð water  is a dist r ibuted resource like energy and t he old pat t ern of 
catching water in large dam s and dist r ibut ing it  t o users is giving way t o a mi xed system of keeping water  where it  
falls and using it  locally to suppleme nt  ret iculated supply.  This is what  ÔMelbourne as Catchm entÕ is about ;  this is the 
basis of  water sensit ive design.  
 
So the final change of paradigm is t hat :  
 

¥ Shift thinking from big scale centralised systems to ‘distributed’ models – networked, localised 
production and consumption. 

 
 
Mak in g  i t  h ap p e n  
 So how mi ght  those changes be m anifested in Melbourne? What  can we do and what  could we see in a fut ure 
sustainably  prosperous Melbourne? I n the spir it  of engageme nt , creat iv it y and innovat ion, answers to t hese quest ions 
need to com e from  everyone excited by t he prospect  of a bet ter sust ainable fut ure.  
 
I Õve t r ied t he ideas out  on a few people and here are some  examp les of  what  could happen Ð as a start ing point  for  
generat ing m any m ore:  
 

¥ Melbourne could aim to be the city with the highest proportion of carbon-neutral businesses in the world. 
 

¥ Melbourne could define and develop the idea of ‘water-neutral’ businesses. 
 

¥ The successful icon of innovation in green buildings - Council House 2 -  could be supplanted by the (more 
important) innovative re-development of Council Huose 1 (as a model for the greatest challenge facing us in 
that area – refurbishment of our existing building stock).  

 
¥ Develop a bike-city of the twenty-first century (beyond the models of twentieth century European cities) 

 
¥ Greening the roofs of buildings for sky-level parks. 

 
¥ Melbourne could become a world centre for environmental and eco-innovation education, at all levels; brining 

the best of its two ‘down-town’ universities and business schools in programs to increase eco-innovation 
capacity 

 
¥ Melbourne could set up a ‘green entrepreneurs’ fund to support and encourage young entrepreneurs with new 

innovative ideas and businesses.  
 

¥ ……… 
 
 
 
 
 


