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Sustainable Urbanization: A Conceptual Discourse

Urbanizacion sustentable: un discurso conceptual

BIKRAMADITYA K. CHOUDHARY'

Resumen

Las ciudades son los lugares en donde sucede la gran parte de la pérdida de recursos y la
generacion de contaminacion. La mayoria de los debates y discursos sobre sustentabilidad
son moldeados en las ciudades; por lo tanto, éstas también tienen un papel importante
dentro de la promocidn del desarrollo sustentable. Con mas del 50 por ciento de la poblacién
mundial que se espera para 2020 en las areas urbanas, la forma y la estructura de las
ciudades plantean los problemas mas urgentes y persistentes. Ademas, ya no hay
unicamente un “afuera” o un “limite” de la ciudad, ya que la huella socioecoldgica de las
ciudades se ha hecho global. Las ciudades de hoy deben cumplir con los objetivos
medioambientales para la gente que las habita y representar un costo minimo ambiental para
sus margenes. El desarrollo sustentable es un camino posible a través del cual la cuestion
del agotamiento continuo de recursos puede ser abordado. En este contexto, el presente
trabajo analiza la posibilidad de lograr la sustentabilidad en las ciudades contemporaneas.
PALABRAS CLAVE: ciudad, sustentabilidad, desarrollo sustentable.

Abstract

Cities are the sites where most of the resource destruction and pollution take place. Most of
the debates and discourses about sustainability get shaped in the cities; therefore, they also
play a critical role in promoting sustainable development. With more than 50 percent of the
global population expected to be in urban areas by 2020, the form and structure of cities pose
the most urgent and pressing problems. Furthermore, there no longer is an “outside” or “limit”
of the city, as socioecological footprint of the cities has become global. Cities of today need to
meet environmental goals for the people who inhabit it with a minimum transfer of environ-
mental cost outside their limits. Sustainable development is one possible way through which
the issue of continuous depletion can be addressed. In this context, the present paper anal-
yses the possibility of achieving sustainability in contemporary cities.

KEY WORDS: city, sustainability, sustainable development.
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Introduction

Sustainable development as a dominant
policy paradigm in recent years becomes
inevitable as cities destroy and pollute most
of the world’s resources. However, most of
the debate and discourses about sustaina-
bility emerges in the cities and in this way
they also play a critical role in promoting
sustainable development (Saha and Pater-
son, 2008). Urbanization is rightly consid-
ered as the most important phenomena at
the global level for various reasons, for
three reasons. First, the proportion of
world’s population living in urban places is
rapidly approaching the 50 percent mark.
Second, it is expected that in next two dec-
ades about 60 percent of people will live in
urban areas. Finally, by 2050 about 6 bil-
lion, two third of humanity will live in towns
and cities (Champion, 2001; uN Habitat,
2008). The process of urbanization coupled
with industrialization brought forth a num-
ber of environmental problems like the en-
ergy crisis, depletion in the quality of air,
water, and land, depletion of biodiversity
and so on. The impact of civilizations and
human influences on the environment is
understood as a serious threat. The physi-
cal conditions in the cities continued to de-

teriorate, as there is no control over the

exploitation of resources, especially energy
consumption in growing economies and the
revision of the increasing pollution levels in
the cities (Sadorsky, 2014). It is a priority of
planners to make existing cities and new
urban developments more ecologically
based and liveable, and thus, a global push
for sustainability has become an urgent
priority at least in academic writings (Chiu,
2008; Kenworthy, 2006; Zheng, et al 2014).

Environment in a narrower sense is
kept limited to plants, trees, air, water and
so on; however, a wider understanding of
environment encompasses social and eco-
logical conditions together that are required
for human to attain and sustain life. Con-
trast and change is a consistent reality of
human life, so had been the urban studies
and urban planning. On one hand, in urban
studies focus has primarily been on envi-
ronmental quality within cities and on envi-
ronmental health burdens within city-
population and city-boundaries (McGrana-
han and Satterthwaite, 2002). On the con-
trary, Friedmann (2000), commonly known
as the father of modern planning, while
conceptualizing the utopian city and com-
mon good of the city, identified four pillars
of a “good city” without any direct mention
of physical environment. He noted:
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The good city [...] has its founda-
tions in human flourishing and multi-
plicity. Four pillars provide for its ma-
terial foundations: housing,
affordable health care adequately
remunerated work and adequate so-
cial provision. And because process
cannot be separated from outcome
[...] the question of what a system of
good governance might look like
(Friendmann, 2000:471).

Increasing focus on environmental qualities
within cities ignores the study of transfer of
environmental burdens, both in terms of
space (transferring burdens to the popula-
tion or ecology of surrounding regions or
distant elsewhere) and in terms of time
(transferring environmental burden to fu-
ture). The exclusivist ideas about a utopian
city without mention of physical environ-
mental quality tend to result in deteriorating
liveable condition within the city, again an
unaffordable proposition. It is thus neces-
sary to look into these exclusivist concep-
tions with greater care, as urban process
harbors both social and ecological pro-
cesses. Cities of today need to meet envi-
ronmental goals of sustainable develop-
ment of the people who live in the city with
a minimum transfer of environmental cost
to outside its limits. The very idea of dis-
placing environmental problems of the cit-
ies to the outside areas is problematic as
well as antithetical to the idea of “sustaina-

ble”. There cannot be an “island of sustain-

able practice or habitat” amidst what Davis
(2007 calls “planet of slums”. Further, there
is no longer an outside or limit of the city
and socioecological footprint of the city has
become global (Swyngedouw and Heynen,
2003). Environmental issues thus are liable
to become central to urban change and
urban policy. There is a contradiction,
though discussions about environmental
problems and the possibilities for a sus-
tainable future largely ignore the fact that
the origin of many problems lays in the
origin of urban itself i.e. creating consump-

tion and a consuming class.

City as an Entity

Cities are part of a complex whole and
serve the surrounding countryside with
which they are spatially and functionally
knit together. It is the nature, types, and
variety of activities that make them distinct
from the areas called rural. This kind of un-
derstanding continues considering urbani-
zation as an evolutionary process, as Hall
(1988) argued: the urban system has been
massively transformed (six-stage cycle) in
recent decades by the process of industri-
alization and de-industrialization. These
centres have been the locale of opportuni-
ties for entrepreneurs as well as a seedbed
of democratic change (Kidwai, 1997) or
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what Jane Jacobs (1970) said “the mothers
of economic development” (Soja, 2000).
Cities are also held responsible for large
slums, squatters, poverty and so on. Most
often these problems of city space are
seen as the problem of capitalist mode of
production (Harvey, 1978; Lefebvre, 1991;
Mingione, 1981; Saunders, 1993; Williams,
1973; Walker, 1981). The mainstream ex-
isting literature, documents a positive as-
sociation between the processes of urbani-
zation and industrialization, and places all
other arguments under the rubric of “critical
literature”. Economic growth and accumula-
tion of wealth is an obvious outcome of in-
dustrialization, which in turn promotes ex-
cess of production for mass consumption.
Nevertheless, cities large or small, local or
global, north or south have become the
principal material expression of contempo-
rary human civilization as they offer sub-
stantial benefits over other forms of settle-
ments (Dear, 2000). Cities are nodes of
settlements and act as foci for socioeco-
nomic growth and they perform number of
important activities. They owe their origin
and growth to the functions they perform
for themselves as well as for the surround-
ing areas. The process of urbanization is
always contested between economists and
environmentalists (Satterthwaite, 1997).
The dominant branch of economists under-

stands urbanization as the higher stage of
civilization which can produce “surplus” to
sustain population; while the environmen-
talist consider that great cities are planned
and grow without any regard for the fact
that they are parasites of the countryside,
which must somehow supply food, water,
air, and generate huge quantities of waste.’

In between the two extremes, there
have been many branches of knowledge
that have tried to understand cities over
time and space. Urban ecologists tried to
understand the physical design of the city
and the link between the physical and so-
cial dimensions of cities. Cities in this con-
ception were studied as a congregation of
individual men and women; and of social
convenience including streets, buildings,
electric lights, tramways and telephones,
etcetera. However, cities are more than a
mere constellation of institutions and ad-
ministrative devices of different sorts. Cities
are like organized mosaic of distinctive
ethnic communities, commercial centres,

and industrial districts. They keep changing

! Some economists also consider urbanization as
parasitic for the region as such urbanization process
siphoned out all resources and labour from the hin-
terland, especially in the cities of Third World coun-
tries. For details on the role of cities as generative
and parasitic, see; Jackobson and Prakash, 1971;
Kidwai, 2006; McGee, 1971, 1976; Richardson,
1996; Wellisz, 1971 and so on; Odem (1971) in his
book on ecology led ecologist to have this under-
standing for the cities due to environmental rea-
sons.

enero-junio de 2016 ¢ volumen 06 e numero 01 e publicacién semestral

Revista de temas contempordnecs sobre ugares, poltica y cultura



Bikramaditya K. Choudhary ® Sustainable Urbanization: A Conceptual Discourse ®* 10

relation with each other like a living organ-
ism. While ecological approach views cities
as a natural organism with particular dis-
tricts and neighbourhood developing ac-
cording to an internal logic; political econ-
omists claim that cities are defined by
various kinds of power and contestations
(Castells, 1977; Harvey, 1973; Lefebvre,
1991; Saunders, 1993; Short, 1996). These
different approaches have one thing in
common: they consider cities as natural
systems, sometimes as an open system,
sometimes as an organic system, or as liv-
ing system and so on. Melosi (2003), while
discussing the cities as a system Graeme
Davison (1983) thinks that:

Few ideas have exercised as power-
ful an influence upon students of ur-
ban society as the organic or biolog-
ical conception of the city. From
Aristotle’s Politics to the Chicago
School and beyond, social theorists
have likened cities to bodies or or-
ganism; dissected them into constit-
uent organ, such as “heart”, “lungs”,
and “arteries”; and charted their
growth and decay.

The idea of the city as an organism contin-
ued and the city is considered as “a trans-
formed combination of resources” (land,
water, air, mineral, and human) and the
goal of the city has been identified as “to
convert the resource base into cities”
(Havlick, 1974). Castells (1983) also con-

sidered cities as dynamic systems and said
that “cities are living systems, made trans-
formed and experienced by people”. Urban
forms and functions are produced and
managed by the interaction between space
and society that is by the historical relation-
ship between human consciousness, mat-
ter, energy and information (Castells,
1983). Human influence on environment in
the urban areas has a long history; howev-
er, urban ecology has been associated for
solving problem of cities. Studies in early
1900s have shown the efforts for control-
ling floods, vector born disease and toxic
waste in St. Luis (Nilon, 2003). These stud-
ies led to the development of the under-
standing of cities as an ecosystem that
combines the physical, biological, and so-

cial components.

City as an Ecosystem

The concept of ecosystem has been of
immense importance to urban studies.?
Recent studies using multiple approaches
discuss services and amenities in a frame-

work of ecosystem services (Elmqvist et

% Ecosystem has drawn us logically to study in detail
the relationship and interaction occurring in com-
munities including the patterns of store and flow of
essential materials because of this ecosystem is a
concept that can appropriately be applied to cities;
for details on ecosystem approach to cities see, A.
D. Bradshaw, 2003.
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al., 2015; Grét-Regamey et al., 2015; Wan
et al 2015). However, the terminologies like
“green space”, “blue space”, are more un-
derstood in a rather utilitarian way that
means extracting more benefits with exist-
ing expanse of these spaces. Ideal would
have been when these spaces are main-
tained for their own existence and effect of
urbanization on these resources and eco-
system services (Wan et al 2015) rather
than the technocentric utilitarian value. Cit-
ies are made up of living and interacting
organisms whose life and development de-
pends on satisfactory supplies of many dif-
ferent materials and subsequent disposal
of waste. The urban landscape contains
elements of natural ecosystem, structure
(species composition, trophic structure,
vegetation architecture, soils, water) plus
built structure, designed structures and so-
cial structure. In a matrix of space-time
continuum any habitat is treated as a dy-
namic product of various environmental
situation, human achievements and pro-
cesses. There are several subsystems
within the city ecosystem like “natural *,
“social “, “economic “, and “scientific “ ; to-
gether they constitute an interdependent
“social-economic-natural-complex city eco-
system” (Wang and Ouyang, 2003). How-
ever, the scientific-industrial-cultural ap-

proach sees urbanization in the Twentieth

Century mainly as a demographic transition
driven by economics and abetted by mod-
ern technology. This is why Rees (2003)

finds cities more complex, he wrote:

Cities of course are much more eco-
nomically complex than feedlots.
They certainly contain various eco-
systems that although greatly modi-
fied by human activities or inputs in-
clude all the essential parts and
function more or less normally. As
already noted, such “urban ecosys-
tems” are worthy objects of study
because of adaptation: their constit-
uent species have made to the ur-
ban environment or because of their
impact on the quality of urban envi-
ronment for humans.

Cities are a complex ecosystem, which
consists of more than one ecosystem with-
in them and keep interacting amongst
themselves. A promising way to deal with
this complexity is through the ecological
landscape approach of defining patches at
a range of spatial scales (i.e. defining a
patch hierarchy).®> The landscape ecology
has spooned significant innovation in land-
scape planning and design making policy
and guidelines for managing public lands,

® Hierarchical patch dynamics model provide a new
way to look at complex systems that change
through time. Processes are measured at a specific
scale for fundamental units of the landscape at that
specific scale. Those fundamental units are called
patches and their structure (sizes, arrangements,
and types) can be a major determinant of the pro-
cesses. For details of hierarchical patch dynamics
see, N. B. Grimm et al., 2003, p. 103.
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optimization of use of space, environmental
conservation, and improvement (Dramstad
et al., 1996; Dunn et al., 1990; Forman and
Godron, 1996; Gardner et al., 1987; Jim
and Chen, 2003, Kowarik, 1990; McGarigal
and Cushman, 2002; Nassauer, 1999;
O”Neill, 1988; Pouyat and McDonell, 1991;
Turner, 1989; Wang and Jhang, 2001,
Whittaker, 1967). It deals fundamentally
with how, when and where spatial and
temporal pattern influence ecological pro-
cesses, and how feedback from ecological
processes influences ecological patterns.
There are alternative approaches to study
the network of services and people; and
analyzing cities as ecosystem like ecosys-
tem approach, natural system approach,
ecological economics approach, urban re-
gime approach, social ecology approach
and so on (Bradshaw, 2003; Grimm et al.,
2003; Grove et al, 2003; Rees, 2003).
There has been works and reports of the
municipalities in the US that argued that
new urbanism* is another way to attain

sustainability based on the new urban re-

4 The New Urbanist approach primarily advocates
mixed-use, mixed-income, pedestrian-oriented,
compact developments and expect to minimize en-
vironmental deterioration by reducing land con-
sumption, reducing the number and length of auto-
mobile trips, and conserving energy. New Urbanists
approach derives primarily from broadly defined
fields of policy and planning and ecodesign and built
environment and their ideas are conceptually more
attuned to the concept of “Redesign Cities” method.
For details on new urbanism and its application in
US see, A. M. Garde, 2004.

design commonly referred as ecodesign of
urban neighbourhood (Garde, 2004). The-
se works laid down the foundation of sus-
tainability discourse. With sustainability, a
fashionable word, there is a general under-
standing of the need to consider the long-
term consequences of our present urban
life-style as the impact is not limited to the
city boundaries but are expanding to larger
humanity engulfing entire planet making
state of earth somewhat precarious (Wil-
bank, 1994). In these circumstances, cities
are to be kept “liveable for larger number of
people” and “they should sustain” brought
the concept of social sustainability in later
day’s debate (Amos, 1993). Before urban
sustainability is analyzed it is imperative
that the concept of sustainability is ana-
lyzed; as the main problem still is that there
is no clear view on the meaning of sustain-
ability, nor the manner in which it can be
attained (Allen, 2001).

Sustainability and Sustainable Devel-
opment: Different Dimensions

Sustainable development has become
equally popular and dominant paradigm in
the writings on “development” and “envi-
ronment” and experts of both fields stake
their claim on the issue (Adams, 2001;
Clark, 1995; Kumar, 2005; Lee, 1991; Mut-
tagi, 1998; Perring and Ansuategi, 2000;
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Rees, 1998; Saha and Paterson, 2008).
While writings in development discourse
are primarily concerned with philosophical
issues of sustainability and its role in the
development process, the writings related
to environment deals with various models
and measures that can be adopted for effi-
cient management of the resources and
environment. There have been works trying
to use the utilitarian conception of environ-
ment and brought the sustainability issue
with the idea that it will help economic and
environmental aspects both in the long run
using several kinds of econometric formula

!’5. In

like “the environmental Kuznet curve
different types of writings, sustainability has
several dimensions like the environmental,
economic, social, and so on. It is difficult to
define the term “sustainable development”
in one acceptable way as it is a multi-

dimensional issue and has several defini-

® Environmental economists have identified an em-
pirical relationship, called as environmental Kuznet
curve between per capita income and certain indica-
tors of environmental quality that, on the surface at
least, seems to tell the opposite story. The relation-
ship was first observed in work undertaken by
Grossman and Krueger on the environmental impli-
cations of Mexico's inclusion in the North American
Free Trade Area (NAFTA) (Grossman and Krueger,
1993). It showed that certain indicators of environ-
mental quality first deteriorate and then improve as
per capita incomes rise: that economic growth is
initially associated with a deterioration of environ-
mental quality and later an improvement, for details
of ‘environmental Kuznet curve’ and its implication
at macro level environmental indicators, see, Per-
ring and Ansuategi, 2000.

tions since the inception of the term in 1972
at the Stockholm conference.

Sustainable development is the de-
velopment, which is “likely to achieve last-
ing satisfaction of human needs and im-
provement of the quality of human life” and
aims for “promoting growth, alleviating
poverty, and protecting the environment
that has mutually supportive objectives in
the long run but not in the short run” (Allen,
1980; World Bank, 1987). In the beginning,
the concept came to surface against the
skepticism about desirability of growth in
limit to growth literature (Castro, 2004; Wil-
banks, 1994). Sustainable Development is
“likely to achieve lasting satisfaction of hu-
man needs and improvement of the quality
of human life” (Allen, 1980). In planning
literature, sustainability is about the
maintenance of infrastructure, whereas for
ecologists, sustainability is all about clean
air, water, soil, and healthy vegetation: the
‘global commons” (Adams, 1995; Amos,
1993; Carson, 1962). Sustainability is
sometimes considered as dialectical and
syllogistic process where the scientific
needs to be appropriately balanced by hu-
man attitude (Philips, 2003). Sustainability
in social science means a thriving socioec-
onomic order within the production struc-
ture and relationship ensures a fair distribu-

tion of income, power, and opportunities
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and for the ecological sense about long-
term carrying capacity of regions with no
negative impacts on their immediate and
inter-related environment. More than 60
versions of the definition of sustainability,
ranging from philosophical, political, social,
ecological, and scientific have been rec-
orded (Gupta and Gujjar, 1989).

The Brundtland Report (1987) de-
scribes the ongoing concern about sustain-

able development as:

Sustainable development is devel-
opment that meets the need of the
present without compromising the
ability of future generation to meet
their needs. It contains within two
key concept: the component of
‘needs”, in particular the essential
needs of the world’s poor, to which
overriding priority should be given;
and the idea of limitations imposed
by the state of technology and social
organization on the environment’s
ability to meet present and future
needs.

This definition does address the issue of

intra-generational resource  distribution
along with inter-generational equity with
expressed concern for the poor. Devuyst
(2001) said that the principle of inter-
generational equity is at the heart of the
definition of the sustainable development, it
depends on the combined and effective
application of other principle of sustainable

development mainly intra-generational. The

principle of intra-generational equity re-
quires that people within the present gen-
eration have the right to benefit equally
form the exploitation of resources and that
they have an equal right to a clean and
healthy environment. Chichilnisky (1997)
tried to develop a model of sustainability on
the basis of this definition by identifying two
axioms deducing from this definition. This
principle can be applicable to the groups of
people within a country and between coun-
tries and can be applied in international
negotiation, but within nations it is particu-
larly susceptible to cultural and social forc-
es (Devuyst, 2001). When the scholars
could not settle the sustainability debate
some of them turned towards reductionism
arguing that whatever has been there, the
concern should be more towards the im-
plementation aspect of sustainability by
identifying what is unsustainable, how can
it be practiced as sustainable, and how to
evaluate it (Alvarez and Rogers, 2006).
Nevertheless, the discourse on sustainabil-
ity and sustainable development remain far
from ending; though the definition of sus-
tainability remains ambiguous (Saha and
Paterson, 2008).

The mainstream definition of sus-
tainable development remained confined
largely to the compatibility of the techno-

cratic, managerial, capitalist, and modernist

enero-junio de 2016 ¢ volumen 06 e numero 01 e publicacién semestral

Revista de temas contempordnecs sobre ugares, poltica y cultura



Bikramaditya K. Choudhary ® Sustainable Urbanization: A Conceptual Discourse 15

ideology with western economic develop-
ment theory and development practice hav-
ing little real concern for the poor giving
rise to suspicion and opposition of this con-
cept from different quarters, especially from
poor countries and poor people (Foster,
2003; Rees, 1998). Sustainable cost-
benefit analysis of the social and economic
system in terms of past and present needs
remains the core of such utilitarian thinking
of sustainable development (Chichilniski,
1997). It is true that the definition of sus-
tainable development needs to incorporate
the issue of inter-generational and intra-
generational aspects in one framework
(Adams 1995; Rao 2000). The sustainable
development in economic terms is de-
scribed as a “pattern of social and structur-
al transformation which optimizes the eco-
nomic and other social benefits available in
the present without jeopardizing the likely
potential for similar benefits in the future”
(Gilbert and Braat, 1991; Rao, 2000). Rao
(2000) called this as the definition of sus-
tainability and tried to differentiate between
the concept of sustainability and sustaina-
ble development. He argued that “sustain-
able development is the process of socio-
economic development that is built on the
sustainability approach with an additional
requirement that the worth of the capital
stocks vector (valued at applicable prices)

is maintained constant or undiminished at
each time interval forever”. This definition
of sustainable development is primarily
talking about the economic efficiency of
resource utilization and the possibility of
resources to exist for future needs without
any deterioration in the quality of it.

Two key components are crucial for
any debate on sustainable development: a)
the component of “needs”, in particular the
essential needs of the world’s poor, to
which overriding priority should be given;
and b) the idea of limitations imposed by
the state of technology and social organiza-
tion on the environment’s ability to meet
present and future needs. The inter-relation
between the two components at different
scale and the priorities of different commu-
nities regarding these two and the role of
power structure in deciding the priority re-
sulted in different conceptions of sustaina-
bility. Sustainability concept and the idea of
sustainable development has always been
debated with different quarter with con-
cerns for environment, people, economy,
capital, and technology. The change in the
motto and diverging interest in adopting
sustainable development as a way to de-
velop has given rise to several debates®.

® Some of them can be highlighted as ‘Economic vs.
Ecological’ (Adams, 1995, 2001, Foster, 2003, Rao,
2003); ‘Developmentalism vs. Environmentalism’
(Rao, 2003); ‘Northern Environmentalism vs.
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The major debate in the realm of
sustainability discourse remained centered
around the so-called north-south debate
that has been dealt with at length with dif-
ferent names. Technological advancement
have led to economic prosperity, changes
in demographic, social, cultural and political
system of world over, on the other it has
frequently lead to reinforcement of the ex-
isting disparities and foster a fragmented
sense of self and even to social unrest
(Muttagi, 1998).

In the north, the main ecological
concerns have been related to climate
change, ozone depletion and pollution for
which global solutions are recommended
and prescribed standard are sought to be
followed to protect the “global common”.
The south consistently argues to link the
natural environment to issues of subsist-
ence and social justice both in domestic
and international arena. The developed
countries view the global environmental
problems on the population growth, agricul-
tural production and the exploitation of nat-
ural resources of developing nations; the

developing countries are to change their

Southern Environmentalism’ (Adams, 1995, Sher-
man,2004); ‘Technocentric VS. Ecocentric’
(O’Riordan, 1988, Turner, 1988); ‘Red Development
Vs. Green Development’(Adams, 2001); ‘Conserva-
tionist vs. Ecological Anarchism’ (Adams, 1995);
‘Reformist vs. Radicals’ (Adams, 1995, Foster,
2003, Lewis, 1992); ‘Reductionist vs. Contextualist’
(Harrison and Burgess, 2003).

policies. Chichilnisky (1996) highlighted this
in his studies saying:

In fact, population growth is not the
main source of environmental deg-
radation, as the maximum emissions
of CO2 and greenhouse gases are
from the 5% population representing
developed nations. South is having
more forests and more natural re-
sources with less emissions of CO2
and greenhouse gases. The maxi-
mum energy consumption is in the
north. Therefore these arguments
and counter arguments are compli-
cating the realization of Sustainable
development (Chichilnisky, 1996).

The north-south debate of sustaina-
ble development continues today also and
over the period has evolved into different
conception with similar concerns. The
meaning of sustainability is the subject of
intense debate among environmental and
resource economists. The debate currently
focuses on the sustainability between the
economy and the environment, or between
“natural capital” and “manufactured capi-
tal”, a debate captured in terms of weak vs.
strong sustainability (Ayres and Callway,
2005; Rees, 1998). A development is said
to be weakly sustainable if the develop-
ment is non-diminishing from generation to
generation, while strong sustainability ar-
gue for non-diminishing life opportunities
(Brekke, 1997). Strong sustainable devel-

opment is the process of socioeconomic
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development which is built on a strong sus-
tainability approach, along with the addi-
tional requirement that each individual
component of the ecological capital stocks
vector is preserved at constant or undimin-
ished level at each time interval forever
(Rao, 2000; Rees, 1998).

Economic approaches to sustaina-
bility have been built on long-established
ideas of maximizing flows of income while
maintaining the stock of assets from which
they come (Adams, 2002). Rao (2000) ex-
plained economic approach to sustainabil-
ity and sustainable development further
taking economic principles from Rio Decla-
ration and identifying role of environmental
and bio-economic constraints in the pro-
cess of economic development. Domina-
tion of economic rationality over the con-
servation of nature and respect for the life-
world to gain a complete picture has been
major challenge to the concept of Sustain-
able Development (Fergus and Rowney,
2005). The emerging scenario suggests the
existence of a two-way interaction between
environment and human activities that are
more than mere economic in nature.

Structuralists are primarily con-
cerned with “social environment”, while, the
ecologists have their primary interest in the
physical environment. Ecologists, often
called environmentalists at a different point

of time have, analyzed that civilizations col-
lapsed when its demand on natural re-
sources exceeded the land’s ability to sup-
ply the same and relied on the
technocentric remedies. The mainstream
discourse on sustainable development
talks about technocratic management
along with economic measures like rational
utilization, and regulation of the environ-
ment. The core of technocentrist thinking in
sustainable development is a utilitarian
view of science and the application of sci-
ence to solve the human problems and
human needs (Adams, 1995). Structurist’s
concern for social environment was taken
up by radical ecologists who successfully
argued the need for redefinition of needs,
redistribution of resources, reassessment
of the industrial mode of production, re-
placement of private ownership in favour of
social justice and a search for new form of
social order, which eliminate alienation,
state control and centralization (Adams,
1995). These radical ecologists draw their
strength form different groups like tradition-
alist, marginalized and post-materialists
and so on, and focused on non-hierarchical
and decentralized structure of decision-
making and reject consumerism. The de-
bate around sustainable development has

been conceptualized in different ways.
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Environmentalists” dependence on
values to attain sustainable development
and their prescriptive remedies are often
based on environmental values of various
societies. Environmental values are often
mystified and such mystifications prevent
society from elaborating effective environ-
mental policies. Four ways, “high technolo-
gy”’, “externalities”, “intergenerational equi-
ty”, and “own ideology” is commonly
identified (Redclif, 1984; Kumar, 2005).
Within environmentalism there is constant
tension between reformist and radicalist;
and within technocentrism and ecocen-
trism, and the same continues for the de-
bates about sustainable development. Ad-
ams (2001) puts it in four categories
namely: “technocentrist environmentalism
and sustainable development®, “science
and sustainable development”, “conserva-
tion and sustainable development” and
‘green ideology in sustainable develop-
ment”. In each of the above categories, one
or other ideologies of development para-
digm have been in the centre to situate the
concept of sustainable development.

Depending upon various concep-
tions of development and sustainability,
scholars have categorized people also in
different categories like reductionist models
construct individuals as “rational consum-

ers” acting on their preferences, respond-

ing to market forces, and seeking to max-
imize their own self-interest; whereas con-
textualist theories construct them more as
ethical citizens (Harrison and Burgess,
2003). Human role on sustainable devel-
opment has been debated and two distinc-
tive worlds-views, each having its own as-
sumptions and visions, have been formed.
Milbrath (1989) levels these groups “domi-
nant social paradigm” and “new environ-
mental paradigm”; while, Taylor (1991)
calls them the “expansionist worldview” and
the “ecological worldview” (Rees, 2001).
These conceptions also illustrate how peo-
ple engage themselves with the political
process, which frames rules and norms of
society including that of environmental reg-
ulations.

At a global level for promoting habi-
tat balance, habitat ecology approach is of
prime importance. The core of this strategy
is eco-development, which refers to a form
of planned growth primarily concerned with
the development of the locally available
resources within constrains of the local en-
vironment. The main object of this ap-
proach is to maximize local capacities of
biosphere to support human life quality and
assimilate waste. Environmental manage-
ment and patterning of the urban land-
scape can be done in a better way by the

rational integration of five elements i.e. na-
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ture, man, society, cell, and network. The
approach often depends on how sustaina-
ble development is understood. Sustaina-
ble development is often framed as envi-
ronmental problems and efforts were taken
to solve by a scientific approach thereby
excluding (whether deliberately or not) de-
bate about the wider sustainable develop-
ment issue, such as the north-south divide,
social inequalities, debt burden, and the
endless pursuit of consumption. There has
been enough emphasis on the potential
benefits and optimization of resource uses
and concern for social sustainability be-
came marginalized, as highlighted by Har-
rison and Burgess (2003):

Through the work of environmental
economists in particular attempts
have been made to assign costs to
the losses and benefits of previously
taken-for-granted environmental
goods and services, however, the
social, political and cultural that pre-
vent environmentally sustainable
development from taking place have
not been elucidated so clearly.

A long term perspective is needed to as-
sess the sustainability of developmental
process, as it is only in the long run that we
are able to assess the effects of change on
human population and the environment.
For Sustainable Development to reach its
potential, radical change is needed in our

epistemological thought (Foster, 2003).
The development of a discourse based on
an integration of diverse ideas and re-
search may provide a way for organizations
to move towards a full expression of sus-
tainable development: that is incorporating
an ethics of value based on the inclusion of
alternative  epistemologies. Sustainable
Development should be a long-term goal of
the society and also of a firm as it cannot
be a short-term normal business practice.
By adopting sustainable development, so-
ciety at large and firms in particular try to
broaden the narrow focus from a single
economic bottom line to develop a “triple
bottom line” approach by combining the
goal of economic prosperity with the con-
cerns of social equity and environmental
protection. Sustainable development can
be achieved if three “Es” i.e. environment,
economy, and equity dimension is ad-
dressed with local government initiatives
(Saha and Paterson, 2008). A model of
sustainability in industries should include a
positive desire towards the sustainability
implementation process in production in
industries; studying the applications and
impacts of various greening strategies in
industries; enabling environmental profes-
sionals to identify environmental protection
measures through new technologies for
sustainable development process; and
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providing insight into current environmental
degradation for stakeholders (Payne and
Raiborn, 2001).

Sustainable Development in Cities vis-a-
vis Sustainable Cities

The last two hundred years have been the
years of industrialization and consequent
urbanization. The process has produced an
affluent economic system but its byproduct
has been an increasing tendency to create
fragmentation in urban society along with
increasing levels of pollution and ugliness.
The form and structure of the city pose a
most urgent and pressing problem of sus-
tainability (Phillips, 2003), especially when
sustainability is a complex concept (Zheng
et al., 2015). Urban areas are by far the
most serious pollutant of our environment
and they have become the functional enti-
ties by which humanities organizes its me-
tabolism with nature (Hamm and Muttagi,
1998) and create in general four areas of
unsustainability: namely “meager urban
services”, “environmental degradation”,
“natural resource shortage” and “social
conflict” (Wei et al, 2015). Population
growth is considered as the prime cause
for urban expansion because more people
consume more land and the most part, this
means more urban land. Even in the ab-

sence of crude population growth, fragmen-

tation of the family, divorce, changing mar-
riage pattern, and an aging population also
contribute to the additional demand for ur-
ban housing (Kumar, 2005). An overall up-
ward trend in affluence has also become a
factor for more pressure on urban land. In
large global cities the basic needs of life
are largely catered for growing affluence
and have boosted the consumption of land
and consumption of other resources. With
a changing lifestyle for the dominating sec-
tion of population, rapid growth in home
ownership, a trend which for financial as
well as social reasons has been largely sat-
isfied by extensive areas of low density in-
dividual homes. Urbanization has had and
continues to have a negative impact on
green-space within cities. The impact of
urbanization on urban green-spaces can be
illustrated by many examples; one such
example is the Mexico City where the pro-
portion of the city area i.e. made up of ur-
ban green space is falling by about 3.7
percent annually (Kong and Nakagoushi,
2005). In brief, the processes of rapid ur-
banization and industrialization place
enormous stress on urban infrastructure,
human well-being, cultural integrity, and
socio-economic arrangements as the pro-
cess of urbanization exerts tremendous
stress on the hinterlands of cities, imposing
much larger “ecological footprints” than the
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cities themselves (Cocklin and Keen,
2000).

The problem of sustainability is ar-
guably a causal effect of the processes of
urbanization and industrialization over the
last century. Sustainability in this sense is
taken as an environmental problem and
ecological solutions are proposed to over-
come the pollution, congestion and deterio-
rating physical environmental quality of the
city. Ecological solutions to urban problems
are aptly thought as an outcome of envi-
ronmentalism philosophy. Environmental-
ism is often understood as a set of policies
that incorporate philosophy of human con-
duct, as noted by O’Riordan:

Environmentalism is much a state of
being as a mode of conduct or a set
of policies. Certainly it can no longer
be identified simply with the desire to
protect eco-system or conserve re-
sources — these are merely superfi-
cial manifestation of much more
deeply rooted values. At the heart
environmentalism preaches a phi-
losophy of human conduct that many
still find difficult to understand, and
those who are aware seemingly find
unattainable.

Environmentalism needs to be examined
not from the point of view of ecological ra-
tionality and alternative politics, but as an
integral part of spatial transformation and
social regulation, as it does not talk of ram-

pant poverty, filthy living conditions in ur-
ban slums, problem of unemployment in
cities and so on especially the problems
that need structural solutions. It is this un-
derstanding that the concept of “sustaina-
ble city” came under criticism, as the con-
cept has been seen as an intrusion in the
human life by the state apart from it being
insensitive for larger section of population,
especially for the poor, and the process
has remained more or less managerial in

nature. Peter Brand (2007) argued:

The sustainable city idea is a good
case in point. It is constructed
around a loose assemblage of prob-
lem analytic fields and data (on re-
sources, energy flows, production
and consumption patterns, waste
and pollution, life styles, and so on)
which purports to demonstrate that
the present organization of cities is
not sustainable but can be made so
if correct measures are taken. Cru-
cially, by introducing the future and
its risks, it conveys a moral impera-
tive to do something. A successful
metaphor such as the sustainable
city, not only describes but pre-
scribes, organizing meaning and ac-
tion across different discursive
modes and their institutional and so-
cial context.

In this sense Brand sees the environment
constituting a “field of social regulation,
which intrudes on personal/ private life in a
way, which in any other area would lead to

an outcry about intrusive government”. He
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further notes that with the protection of the
environment being universally held to be
scientifically sound and morally good, the
micro-politics of environmental governmen-
tality has gone largely unchallenged
(Brand, 2007). Likely, general concurrence
on the need for sustainable development
obscures equally widespread disagreement
over the practical meaning of the concept.
Rees (2001) sums the contradiction of the
political positions saying that “environmen-
talists of all strips and groups on the politi-
cal left emphasize the sustainable part and
need to put earth first, limit material growth,
return to community value and devise ways
to share the world’s wealth more equitably.
Economic planners, the political centre,
and all those to the right lay stress on the
development component. From this per-
spective there are no limits, growth comes
first, and the present system works; and
the global expansion of market economies
more often create “all the wealth” needed
for the ecological, social, and human secu-
rity of the world (Cocklin and Keen, 2000;
Rees, 1998).

While sustainability is seen as a problem
created by the over-concentration of people
living in cities and contested by those who
argue that the problem of sustainability in
cities is due to concentration of wealth by
few at the cost of many in these cities, the

problem is likely to be exacerbated by an
over-concentration on the details of urban
development to the neglect of natural land-
scape. In these conditions, sustainable de-
velopment is the only way out for generat-
ing employment and also preserving the
living condition for the traditional inhabit-
ants. Sustainable development encom-
passes a) use by developing resources
space and time scales at the optimum func-
tioning of natural system b) assessment of
the impact of both technical and policy de-
velopment, and c) monitoring the state of
both pristine and developed systems, their
processes and prospects in a phased
manner. Sustainability in a urban setting;
describes the potential of a city to reach
qualitatively a new level of socio-economic
demographic, and technological output, as
well as environmental conditions, which in
the long run reinforce the foundation of the
urban system. In achieving sustainability,
processes are more important and the em-
phasis should be laid down to ensure that
the mechanism that is adopted in day-to-
day operation of the city-life should be sus-
tainable in nature. Drakakis-Smith (1996) in
his study for third world countries con-
cludes that the debate should not be about
sustainable city nor it should be about the
contribution of city to sustained growth; ra-
ther, the focus should be on the processes
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involved rather than the entities i.e. urbani-
zation rather than cities. These criticisms
have propped up new approaches and new
sets of indicators for sustainability studies
(Hak, et al 2016; Tran 2015; Zhou et al
2015). The individual and community were
considered part of efforts to achieve sus-
tainability, indicators like “responsibility as-
signment matrix” and “content analyses”
became part of sustainability studies
against the technocratic approach. Further,
these kinds of criticism do not mean that
one should not look for the sustainable cit-
ies, as the future of mankind depends

largely on the quality of cities they live in.

Summing up

Conceptualization of city as an ecosystem
is based on the fact that each process and
actor interacts with other in a dynamic equi-
librium, though a section of scholarship
leans towards the utilitarianism. Environ-
ment, both physical and social, remains an
important marker of development and
should therefore be internalized at every
decision-making level incorporating people
who inhabit the environs. There have been
several efforts to understand the city as a
system of nature, because the natural envi-
ronment permeates the urban spaces and

embraces the city. The city of present day

is to be understood as an entity that has a
compact, mixed-use urban form that uses
land efficiently and protects the natural en-
vironment, biodiversity and food-producing
areas, if sustainability is to be attained. A
set of policy recommendations, which can
modify current land use policies and make
areas for ecologically sound and sustaina-
ble development is urgently needed. The
fundamental question that urban planners
and policy makers should examine is how
to meet increasing basic human needs
without destroying the available resource
base completely.

Sustainable development is one
possible way in which the issue of destroy-
ing resources can be addressed, though
the concept of sustainable development
has been attacked for its vagueness and
consequent multiplicity of interpretations.
Multiplicity of meaning of sustainability of-
ten becomes an obstacle to comprehen-
sion. Lack of precision has been another
reason for sustainability being not widely
accepted. However, more people oppose
the concept for the simple reason that it
has troublesome implications to their posi-
tions and they are the one who dismiss the
entire idea as utopian. Nevertheless, the
reality is that sustainable development is
an eminently workable idea. The conflict

between the exponentially growing eco-
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nomic system and the increasingly be-
sieged ecosystem has reached to critical
proportions and may culminate in the col-
lapse of both. The main need is that na-
tions are prepared to pursue a new course
of action and people are willing to accept a
new lifestyle that Shumacher (1973) calls
“a life style designed for permanence”, or |
would call it as “reduced consumption”. The
world has only one hope and that is to cre-
ate an atmosphere, an economy that will
not be dependent on consumption driven
growth trajectory. Once economies can
sustain in an environment of reduced con-
sumption then by creating awareness and
value an ecosystem approach to urban
sustainability would work.

Sustainability can be achieved as long as
some very basic issues are examined, de-
veloped, and implemented. Sustainability
can be assessed using several aspects like

“satisfaction of basic needs”, “equitable dis-

tribution of benefits and burden amongst
stakeholders”, “different values of nature”
and so on (Aall, 2001). The sustainability
can be achieved only if there is coordina-
tion amongst people, institutions, develop-
mental agencies, and the urban planners.
In order to involve different actors, there is
a need for a system of knowledge and in-
formation of the urban and natural envi-
ronments that can be accessible to all ac-
tors:  physical planners, politicians,
institutions, and citizens. Efforts should be
undertaken to incorporate people at various
decision-making levels. It is therefore
needed to adopt an integrated approach to
urban sustainability that should not split up
the problems into isolated themes, func-
tions, and spatial scale; and aim to capture
cause-impact chains and interrelationships
between such chains to solve various prob-

lems. ¢
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