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Abstract

This paper discusses the role of global enterprises and local culture as primary
inputs to attain long-term sustainable development. Several models are discussed
showing that today’s linear business systems are overly anthropocentric,
disconnective, and monolithic in their approach to sustainable development. A
business philosophy inclusive of local socio-culture stakeholders respecting their
diversity and creativeness as vital constituents to the attainment of sustainable
development is proposed. The discussion parallels the UN Global Compact.
Broadening business planning to include local stakeholders, incorporating the
precautionary principle, and knowledge sharing in a holistic manner with local
stakeholders can lead to sustainable communities. The models presented
demonstrate this holistic business stratagem.

1 Introduction

Today, the linear economic reductionist modus operandi is one that extracts
resources from Earth, converts them into products and services, and returns the
residue (wastes) back to the biosphere (Figure 1). Figure 1 also suggests how this
linear system can be modified toward a sustainable paradigm for business and
local communities by also including the diversity, creativeness, and wisdom of
local culture. Until recently, little thought was given to the impact of the linear-
reductionist processes, particularly from a holistic perspective, on Planet Earth.
All sectors of the global society have and are contributing to this ever-increasing
problem. There is now substantial evidence that Planet Earth is not capable of
sustaining the continued pace of technological-economic activity it has
experienced over the past five decades, and we are losing the battle [30].

This paper offers a holistic schema with several models that address the
environmental issue from a business perspective. I contend that adoption of a
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holistic business philosophy has the potential to move the global economy
toward a sustainable future using guidelines of the UN Global Compact. I
critique the linear reductionist models that most business organizations utilize.
Then I discuss a series of models with emphasis on the holistic,
interconnectedness character of the biosphere (including Planet Earth and the
cosmos) of which local socio-cultural stakeholders are significant contributors to
attain holistic sustainable development as integral elements of business strategy.
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Figure 1:  Linear reductionist system converted to an industrial ecology
network.

2 A very brief history of man’s view of the world

The linear-reductionist models that most of the economic-scientific world
employs can trace their origins to the civilizations that flourished around the
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Mediterranean basin from 500 B.C. up to the fall of the Roman Empire—
Hellenism, Judaism, and Christianity. Support and development of this linear-
reductionist model continued anew after Europe emerged from the Middle Ages.
The Renaissance (14™-17" centuries) followed by the Enlightenment (18"
century) were periods of rich human development. Scientists, philosophers, and
economists (e.g., Bacon, Locke, Descartes, Newton) flowered during this period,
providing underpinnings for the industrial revolution of Europe [29]. Adam
Smith showed clearly that production could be increased through
specialization—a reductionist approach to manual labor. (See Figure 1 for an
overview reductionist model with suggested modifications for sustainability.)

In reductionist models, man views the natural environment as a free resource
to be exploited and used for his well-being. Man’s control over the natural
environment has risen to the level that the natural order of evolutionary
processes is ever closer to being anthropogenic rather than biocentric. Continued
application of linear models on par with the accelerated pace of the past five
decades is unsustainable [3,28] (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: The human-biosphere interface.
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3 Critique of the anthropocentric linear model

Development of the linear model has not gone unchallenged. Recently, a number
of writers have raised serious questions about the limitations surrounding the
application ~ of  classical =~ Western scientific/economic traditions
[6,8,9,12,15,22,24,25], but probably none more significant or impressive than
Rachel Carson’s Silent spring [5]. Her writings introduced ecology and its
concept of interconnectedness of living things in nature to the public and spurred
a heated debate and a spate of legislative activity in the Western World to protect
the natural environment.

There are several reasons why reversing the rate of biospheric degradation
has been elusive: (1) few national governments have had the political will to
enforce environmental laws or make the necessary changes in their
economic/social policies and structures; (2) the disconnectedness of production
and consumption from the underpinning biospheric base; and (3) the lack of
awareness and knowledge of the dynamic relationships between humans and
Planet Earth [2,22]. What is lacking is a paradigm, both theoretical and
operational, that reunites man to his biosphere [21].
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Figure 3: Transformation of values.

4 The transformation process

Response to environmental crises over the past three decades has evolved
through a transformation process consisting of several stages: Beginning with
denial of environmental problems and refuting the “questionable” scientific data
base in the late 60s, to transforming values to reactive/anticipatory, and, now, to
proactive/creative endeavours [21] (Figure 3). Sustainable development bridges
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the gap between ecology and economics. Today, there is increasing support in
the global business community for the UN Global Compact to close this gap
(www.unglobalcompact.org).

Figure 3 illustrates the value transformation necessary to reach new levels of
maturity, understanding, and potential for progress for all participants. Most
writers on this subject agree that as transformation takes place and as business
learns more about the workings of Planet Earth and its biosphere, its
technologies and practices will be less damaging to the environment [18].

For the business community, this means de-compartmentalizing functions,
practices, and supply chains and listening to fellow stakeholders outside the
establishment [1]. Norgaard [23] describes these relationships as linkages, not a
synthesis of unlike paradigms, but symbioses, whereby each unit is enriched
because of its differences. No business is being asked to forego its efforts at
satisfying consumers, shareholders, and other stakeholders. It will take a
staggering amount of good business practices and cooperation to move in the
direction of sustainable development—a holistic schema. That can only be
attained by use of an inclusionary philosophy—all relevant stakeholders.
Figure 4 expresses this integrated holistic concept.
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Figure 4: Integrated holistic paradigm.
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Value shifting to the proactive/creative level leads naturally to synergistic
activities, blending economics and ecology through combinations of good
science, best management practices, and the inclusion of local stakeholders
[30-32]. The global business community plays a key role in this process: they
have the knowledge, they have the skills, they understand risk (the precautionary
principle), and they have the ability to create win-win-win situations—a triple
bottom line. Other stakeholders at the local level play pivotal roles in the
development and application of sustainable initiatives, including research,
education, and formulation of regulatory policies and transforming these
preparations into good science and best management practices.

Building on Norgaard’s [23] plea for pluralism, it is essential for the global
business community to recognize and respect that different groups and cultures
have unique approaches to their view of the world, applying different
assumptions and methodologies that result in different models of the “same”
phenomena. It is this very diversity and the synergy it creates that holds promise
for progress toward a planetary system of sustainable development.

Those of us in the scholarly-intellectual world, because of our professional
ethos, should foster creative opportunities for cross-functional, cross-
organizational programs (teaching, research, management, policy formulation)
within and among our institutions and with other stakeholders. Only in this way
can we truly develop the holistic, interconnected, dynamic paradigms necessary
for movement toward sustainable development [36].

S5 Making sustainability operational

Limitations of present environmental policies and programs are well known,
including bureaucratic ineptness and lack of will [14], short-term economic-
political “remedies” at the sacrifice of long-term biosphere reality [13,27,32],
and application of reductionist paradigms when increasing evidence points to a
holistic dynamic general system [4,9,16,20,29,33—-35]. Overcoming these issues
is what the UN Global Compact is all about.

A holistic perspective is required. Norgaard [23], Rothschild [29], and
Teilhard [35], among others, have developed holistic models that largely focus
on “horizontal” dynamics and the integration of global enterprises, national
economies, and political policies. These efforts have led to significant progress
in our understanding of Earth. Also needed is a vertical dynamic that encourages
discussion of concepts, policies, and supply chains throughout all levels of the
global community—dynamic networking.

Twenty-five years of “command and control” policies targeted at the most
obvious and egregious environmental problems are complex and, now, only
marginally productive [22]. Continued progress in alleviating biospheric
problems due to man’s intrusions and consumption is proving to be difficult, and
assuring a sustainable future requires global business leadership. Holistic and
inter-vertical new initiatives, such as the UN Global Compact, are “forcing” the
creative strategic plans of global enterprises to the local level; e.g., community
pollution prevention programs, local government partnering, and business
compliance assistance.
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Many observers of the present environmental dilemma believe a significant
number of undesirable outcomes of a monomorphic, elitist bureaucracy could
have been avoided with local socio-cultural input and gradual withdrawal of
central control [10,11,14,19,26]. No one is suggesting that government abandon
its responsibility of serving its peoples. But a growing number of business
leaders, professionals, and scholars are suggesting a gradual withdrawal of
central control. In most well-educated communities with rising levels of human
consciousness and awareness of the connectedness of all life forms [35], central
control just doesn’t work; for example, the collapse of the Russian empire.
Randhir and Lee [26] see the role of central government as an external observer,
supplier of technical know-how, nurturer of mutual trust among the variety of
stakeholders, and assistant to the development of well-structured incentive
systems.
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Figure 5: Making sustainability operational—missing links.
6 Conclusion

To approach a life-style that is sustainable, the global business community will
have to expand its linear-reductionist orientation to encompass a holistic view of
man, Earth, and the cosmos, similar to the view of the UN Global Compact. Are
the global enterprises of the world ready to utilize these resources in their
economic and strategic planning? Are global enterprises ready to embrace fellow
local stakeholders as integral parts?
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Several respected scientific journalists claim that the hard data says the battle
is being lost [7,17]. For sustainability to move toward becoming a reality, global
enterprises, global NGOs, and local socio-culture communities should
implement general systems as a matter of general course. The global business
community has the opportunity as well as the responsibility of encouraging this
inclusiveness for the betterment of all, for creating triple bottom lines.
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Figure 6: Making sustainability operational—missing links.
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