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The Natural Step is a scientific basis for determining sustainability, developed in the early 1990s by a team led by a Swedish oncologist, Dr Karl-Henrik Robert.  He was trying to answer the question of why so many children were developing cancer.  For more discussion of the organization and its history, see www.naturalstep.org 

The objectives of The Natural Step are:

· A basic understanding of the fundamental principles of sustainability.  (Architect William McDonough offers this definition:  “Sustainability is meeting the needs of the children of all species, all the time.”)

· An understanding of the core consensus science on which The Natural Step is based.

· An understanding of the four System Conditions that any organization can use as a “compass” to redirect their institution, organization, community or household toward economic and environmental sustainability

· Actual experience in applying the System Conditions.

· Exposure to case studies of companies that are using The Natural Step framework as a way to enhance their environmental performance while improving their bottom line.

Principles of natural systems include:

· Waste = Food

· All processes run on current solar income

· Diversity = Resilience

The four Natural Step System Conditions are:

System Condition No. 1 – (TAKE)  

Substances from the Earth’s crust must not systematically increase in nature.

This means fossil fuels, metals and other minerals must not be extracted at a faster rate than their slow redeposit into the Earth’s crust.  For us this means we will expand our use of renewable resources rather than relying on virgin and finite ones.

System Condition No. 2 – (MAKE)

Substances that are produced by society must not systematically increase in nature.

This means that man-made substances must not be produced faster than they can be broken down and reintegrated into the cycles of nature.  For us this means we want to use only substances that can be broken down into natural compounds in nature wherever possible.

System Condition No. 3 – (MAINTAIN)

The physical basis for the productivity and diversity of nature must not be systematically deteriorated.

This means that the productive surfaces of the earth must not be diminished in quality or quantity.  It also means we must not use materials that require a harvest of more from nature than can be recreated and renewed.  

System Condition No. 4 – (SHARE/FAIR)

There must be fair and efficient use of resources with respect to meeting human needs.

This means that basic human needs must be met with the most resource efficient methods possible, including equitable resource distribution.  For us this means we must be much more efficient in our use of resources and we must recognize the community we live in.  We must address the issues of access, equality, and economic viability.  None of the other system conditions can be fully met until we solve this one.  20% of the human population currently consumes 80% of the world’s resources.  If we don’t give people what they need, they will do whatever it takes to their environment to get what they need.

With this framework in mind, four questions can be asked that will guide any activity in a sustainable direction.  Does the activity:

1. Decrease dependence on oil, gas, metals?

2. Decrease dependence on manmade compounds?

3. Increase nature’s productivity and biodiversity?

4. Increase the efficiency and equity with which resources are used?

Applying The Natural Step to a Construction Project:

A video was shown which talked about how The Natural Step System Conditions were applied to construction of the University of Texas Health Science Center Nursing School in Houston.  The building is expected to rate between Gold and Platinum under LEED.  Specifications are available – contact the Austin Greenbuilder Program, Ms. Toye Goodson, toye.goodson@austinenergy.com.  The video described the way the project team applied the four System Conditions.  Examples included:

System Condition 1:  TAKE.  

· Materials were chosen for being renewable, recycled, and/or recyclable

· Energy conservation and daylighting were used, along with renewable energy sources

System Condition 2:  MAKE.

· Materials were chosen for being non-toxic (example:  no PVC)

· Materials were acquired as “services, not products” by being leased instead of purchased – then returned to the manufacturer for reprocessing instead of disposed in a landfill (example:  carpet)

· Compounds such as CFCs were not used

System Condition 3:  MAINTAIN.

· Rainwater harvesting was used for toilet flushing water

· Gray water was recycled for irrigation

· CO2 balance was achieved by planting enough trees to absorb the CO2 generated by the building

System Condition 4:  FAIR.

· Sustainably harvested forest products were used

· Building utilization was improved by having activities going on all the time

· The building was designed for long life (100 years) and flexibility (demountable walls)

Other decisions reflected multiple system conditions, for example:

· A raised floor system provides air supply that can be controlled in work areas by individual occupants

· Operable windows were provided

The presenter was a LEED Certified Professional, and it was her opinion that LEED does a good job of addressing all the Natural Step System Conditions without major gaps.  (I am sorry I did not write down her name, and I take no credit for anything that is written here – she made a marvelous presentation.)

That’s all, folks!  Thanks for reading this far.

This lecture was presented as part of a monthly series in Austin, TX.  Information from handouts and some notes taken by Karen Kivela (AFCEE) are provided below.  








