The Natural Step Framework 4 Sustainability Principles


By Terry Gips, President, Alliance for Sustainability
The Natural Step Framework: A Win-Win-Win for People, Profits and Planet

Do you ever feel overwhelmed by what we're doing to the Earth and wonder whether we really can create a sustainable future? Can you imagine a land where:

 Hundreds of thousands of young people became concerned about the Earth and created their own environmental projects, computer networks, video programs and a youth parliament?

 Sixty large and small businesses made a commitment to sustainability and began offering ecologically sound products and services that increased profitability, improved performance, and provided competitive advantage while becoming more environmentally and socially responsible;

 The largest petroleum company developed clean-burning, farmer-grown bio-fuels and lobbied the government to raise air-quality standards while McDonald's eliminated toxics, used green, renewable energy and even solar panels and wind turbines, made a commitment to go organic by selling only organic milk, and serving veggie burgers and hamburgers with organic beef.

 More than 70 major cities and rural towns became eco-municipalities, thereby decreasing costs and waste while creating more jobs; and

 Conventional farmers made a commitment to become sustainable, saving money and the environment by reducing pesticide use by 75 percent in less than a decade, while creating the world’s most environmental conference center by becoming fossil fuel-free with renewable energy, utilizing sustainable forestry, converting their model farm to organic, and serving organic food.

Would you like to live in a land like that? You can. Sweden has already accomplished it and more. And the ideas behind this success are spreading around the world--in part through an initiative called the Natural Step (TNS) framework, a consensus approach for bringing about sustainability.

The Journey of the Natural Step

Launched in 1989 as a nonprofit educational organization, TNS was the creation of Swedish medical doctor and cancer researcher Karl-Henrik Robert. Concerned about rising cancer rates among children, Robert's research convinced him the causes were connected to environmental factors, not lifestyle. He began a consensus process among his fellow researchers on the conditions for planetary sustainability. After 21 drafts of a paper, Robert achieved consensus from 50 leading Swedish scientists.

But he knew that to bring real about real change, he needed to creatively engage people and reach out to the broader public. Robert persuaded major corporations that they should support an effort to send an audiocassette and educational pamphlet on the findings to every home and school in Sweden, 4.3 million altogether. This not only brought awareness to young people and their families, but inspired artists, musicians, and actors to create a range of musicals, comedies, artworks, games, CDs and even a national television special to launch the Natural Step with the backing of the King of Sweden.

Since then, there has been an impressive series of shifts. More than 60 corporations in Sweden have implemented TNS, including the world's largest manufacturers of appliances (Electrolux) and furniture (Ikea), Swedish Railways, three major supermarket chains, the largest hotel chain (Scandic), and McDonald's. The Natural Step was brought to the US by author Paul Hawken and organizational learning professor Peter Senge in the early-1990s. It has now been adopted by corporations like Home Depot, Starbucks, Interface, Bank of America, Nike, and CH2M Hill Engineering, as well as the State of Oregon, Santa Monica, US Army and Navy, University of Texas Houston, hospitals and religious institutions.

As a result of the Natural Step, $1.4 billion Atlanta-based Interface developed the first recyclable floor coverings and a solar-powered manufacturing plant while saving approximately $88 million in just four years. Sustainable forestry products manufacturer Collins Pine saved $1 million a year.

The Natural Step Framework Four Sustainability Principles or System Conditions 

TNS was established with the purpose of developing and sharing a common framework composed of easily understood, scientifically based principles that serve as a compass to guide society toward a just and sustainable future. The Natural Step framework emphasizes that the only long-term, sustainable manner in which business and society can operate is within the Earth's natural cycles. This can be accomplished by meeting four basic sustainability conditions:

The Natural Step Framework holds that in a sustainable society, nature won’t be subject to systematically increasing:

1…Concentrations of substances extracted from the earth’s crust;

2…Concentrations of substances produced by society;

3…Degradation by physical means;

And, in that society,

4…human needs are met worldwide.      (Source: Natural Step US, 2002, www.naturalstep.org)

We offer the following as an easy-to-understand, practical way of addressing the principles:

1. What We Take From the Earth: Mining and Fossil Fuels – Avoid “systematically increasing concentrations of substances extracted from the earth’s crust.” Simply, we need to use renewable energy and nontoxic, reusable materials to avoid the spread of hazardous mined metals and pollutants. 


2. What We Make: Chemicals, Plastics and Other Substances – Nature must not “be subject to systematically increasing concentrations of substances produced by society.” Simply, we need to use safe, biodegradable substances that do not cause the spread of toxins in the environment. 

3. What We Do to the Earth: Biodiversity and Ecosystems – Nature must not “be subject to degradation by physical means.” Simply, we need to protect our soils, water and air, or we won't be able to eat, drink or breathe. 


4. Meeting Basic Human Needs - "Human needs are met worldwide.” Simply, we can use less stuff and save money while meeting the needs of every human on this planet. 

1. What We Take From the Earth:  Mining and Fossil Fuels – Avoid “systematically increasing concentrations of substances extracted from the earth’s crust.” Simply, we need to use renewable energy and nontoxic, reusable materials to avoid the spread of hazardous mined metals and pollutants. Why? Mining and burning fossil fuels release a wide range of substances that do not go away, but rather, continue to build up and spread in our ecosphere. Nature has adapted over millions of years to specific amounts of these materials. Cells don't know how to handle significant amounts of lead, mercury, radioactive materials and other hazardous compounds from mining, often leading to learning disabilities, weakening of immune systems and improper development of the body. The burning of fossil fuels generates dangerous levels of pollutants contributing to smog, acid rain and global climate change.

Action: We can reduce our energy use and support policies promoting energy conservation and renewable energy. We can drive less, “eco-drive”, use E-85 and hybrid cars, carpool, use public transportation, ride bikes or walk. We can use compact fluorescents, Energy Star appliances, front-loading washers, proper insulation, passive solar, and reduced heating and cooling. We can decrease our use of mined metals and minerals through recycling (cans, fluorescents, electronics), reuse and preferably, reduced consumption. We can use rechargeable batteries and non-mercury thermometers and avoid chemical fertilizers.

2. What We Make:  Chemicals, Plastics, and Pesticides – Nature must not “be subject to systematically increasing concentrations of substances produced by society.” Simply, we need to use safe, biodegradable substances that don’t cause the spread of toxins in the environment. Why? Since World War II, our society has produced more than 85,000 chemicals, such as DDT and PCBs. Many of these substances don’t go away, but rather, spread and bio-accumulate in nature and the fat cells of animals and humans. Cells don't know how to handle significant amounts of these chemicals, often leading to cancer, hormone disruption, improper development, birth defects and long-term genetic change.

Action: We can support green procurement policies and use non-toxic, natural cleaning materials and personal care products, while avoiding anti-bacterial soap. We can reduce plastics with reusable bags, plates, cups, cutlery, and water bottles, while recycling plastic bottles and containers and purchasing bio-based, reusable, compostable ones. We can use “green” dry cleaning (if needed) and safe, natural pest control in our schools, parks, homes, lawns and gardens. We can support farmers in becoming sustainable and eliminating hazardous pesticides by voting with our dollars for certified organic food and clothing. We also can utilize previously used clothes. We can support the elimination of factory farm feedlots and manure ponds that cause air and water pollution.

3. What We Do to the Earth:  Biodiversity and Ecosystems –  Nature must not “be subject to degradation by physical means.” Simply, we need to protect our soils, water and air, or we won't be able to eat, drink or breathe. Why? Forests, soils, wetlands, lakes, oceans and other naturally productive eco-systems provide food, fiber, habitat and oxygen, waste handling, temperature moderation and a host of other essential goods and services. For millions of years they have been purifying the planet and creating a habitat suitable for human and other life. When we destroy or deplete these systems, we endanger both our livelihoods and the likelihood of human existence.

Action: We can reduce paper use through two-sided copying, electronic communication, cloth napkins, reusable shopping bags and getting off junk mail lists. We can purchase certified, sustainably-harvested forest products and use 100% post-consumer recycled content paper, tissues, towels, and toilet paper. We can eat lower on the food chain with an organic, plant-based diet and reduce or eliminate our consumption of endangered and factory farmed fish and seafood. We can decrease our water use and run-off by minimizing impermeable surfaces with green roofs. We can compost leaves and food scraps. We can encourage smart growth and safeguard endangered species by protecting wildlife habitat.

4. Meeting Basic Human Needs - "Human needs are met worldwide.” Simply, we can use less stuff and save money while meeting the needs of every human on this planet. Why? The US makes up only 4% of the world's population but consumes about 25% of its resources. The people living in the lowest 20% by income receive only 1.4% of the world's income. Just to survive, they see no choice but to cut down rainforests, sell endangered species, and use polluting energy sources. 


Action: We can support policies promoting social justice. We can smile, treat everyone with respect, volunteer and donate to address community issues. We can practice a healthy lifestyle and encourage discussions about basic needs (see the work of Manfred Max-Neef), ask if we really need more stuff, and design our workplaces, homes and organizations to give us more of what we want (healthy, attractive and nurturing environments) and less of what we don't want (pollution, stress and expense). We can make socially responsible investments and purchase fair trade products. 

To get more information or learn about presentations and seminars, contact the Alliance for Sustainability: In the Hillel Center at the University of MN, 1521 University Ave. SE, Minneapolis, MN 55414; 612-331-1099; info@afors.org or www.afors.org 
Terry Gips tgips@sustainabilityassociates.com is an author (Breaking the Pesticide Habit and The Humane Consumer and Producer Guide), economist, ecologist, Adjunct Professor at Minneapolis College of Art and Design, independent Natural Step instructor, President of the Alliance for Sustainability and CEO of Sustainability Associates, an environmental consulting firm. He can be reached at 9000 W. 28th St., St. Paul, MN 55426; T: 612-374-4765; www.sustainabilityassociates.com 
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