Sustainability of Modern Life

Prelude

The theme of Mr. Ullhas Nimkar’s guest lecture on “Sustainability of Modern Life,” elaborated on man and the environment. Management for sustainability essentially involves all aspects of carbon cycle in order to address human-induced climate change. The human impacts including air pollution, spread of toxic chemicals like nitrogen oxides, sulphur oxides, volatile organic compounds, chlorofluorocarbons and particulates produces smog, acid rains and degradation of ozone layer. The challenge for man in current times is to ensure that while natural resources are being used, there are sincere efforts to renew nature’s bounties so that posterity is not left with limited or no resources. Hence, individuals and institutions in all walks of life need to adopt a green policy, at home and at work, to ensure ecologically sustainable returns on investment.

Gist

The World we live in has changed dramatically in the last two hundred years. The progress in all walks of life, technology in particular, has shaped and shaken the World like never before - not since inception of mankind. Surely, today's modern life is impossible to imagine without exceptional scientific inventions and technological paraphernalia.

Today's human civilisation takes many things for granted viz. automobiles, electronic devices, home appliances, textiles, et al. that did not even exist, just three generations ago. However, this extraordinary progress and unprecedented growth has set our planet on fire with uncontrolled effluence of toxic materials and harmful gases and other substances in the environment resulting in global warming, pollution and imbalances that threaten the survival of mankind itself.

The central question is:

Will life be sustainable? What needs to be done to ensure sustainable growth?

The focus in the future will be on certain foot prints viz. carbon footprint, energy footprint, water footprint and chemical footprint. There will soon be eco-friendly textiles - shirts with labels indicating the carbon footprint, or manufactured articles with details about the chemical footprint. Tomorrow's supply chains have to maintain a mandatory control on carbon footprint, lest risk regulatory investigations and penalties - nay, closures and permanent withdrawal of licenses. 

How should we respond? How can we become proactive?

There are no easy answers; no quick fix solutions. It is necessary to delve into the causes in order to comprehend the situation. Till mid - nineteenth century, the colour utilized by human beings came from nature. However, with the discovery of synthetic chemicals, there was a paradigm shift in the way the World operated. The fact that chemical production has increased four hundred times in the last fifty years corroborates the situation and is positively associated with industrial growth. This escalation has simultaneously resulted in dire consequences. Today, potable water is a luxury. The residue of pesticides in fruits and vegetables is prolific and so is the contamination in the entire eco-chain. The disposal of plastics is a global problem; sending toxic wastes and unbreakable ships to underdeveloped countries achieves nothing, in fact, it aggravates the situation.

In the past few decades, there is growing awareness that 'sustainability' is a key issue. Therefore, the global summits are receiving considerable recognition from World leaders, politicians, academicians, business executives, NGOs, and others. The current 2009 Copenhagen summit addresses several issues on sustainable development and climate change that rates far greater than ever before although the history of summits traces back to 1972 Stockholm convention, 1985 Vienna convention, 1992 Rio summit, 1997 Kyoto protocol and 2002 World summit. Different countries have different agendas and different ways of manipulating data. Hence, the endeavour is to arrive at a globally acceptable platform for both emissions and legislations. As the Danish PM states, "Copenhagen summit is an opportunity that the World cannot afford to miss." It is noteworthy however that every convention has progressively inquired about what's happening to our shared environment as the human population grows and the use of nature's resources increases.  

Environmental label is one action that has found wide acceptance - In India, there is 'Eco mark' that exists but still lacks general awareness. Further, the current local and global laws have to be understood and implemented effectively. NGOs have a significant role to play in this regard. The implications for industry are mind boggling if the laws are made really stringent - the entire logistics may change, production techniques will alter, sourcing may differ substantially. Attempting to bring the human use of natural resources within sustainable limits needs collective efforts and sustainable development theme is all set to change the modern life, indeed the way we live today.  



