INTRODUCTION

In recent years, it has become increasingly clear that sustainable economies must be built around sustainable products, not just sustainable industrial processes.  Over the last decade, changes in consumption patterns (e.g., population growth, an increasing standard of living, individual desires to consume products and services) have offset the environmental gains that have been achieved through programs aimed at making production processes cleaner and more efficient.  Process-oriented strategies can effectively reduce the environmental impacts associated with the design and manufacture of products.  However, by their nature, they do not address the increasingly significant environmental impacts associated with the selection, use, and disposal of products by consumers.  This challenge requires the adoption of product-oriented strategies and a paradigm shift from a narrowly focused process management to a broader and more comprehensive product management.  

Why should the National Cleaner Production Centres (NCPCs) seek an active role in meeting this challenge?  First, NCPCs have a mandate to develop expertise in product management strategies.  According to UNEP’s definition, cleaner production is “the continuous application of an integrated preventive environmental strategy to processes, products, and services” (emphasis added).  Therefore, UNEP already considers a focus on products to be an integral part of the NCPCs’ mission.  Second, the current situation gives the NCPCs a chance to significantly expand their sphere of influence.  The international community called for the establishment of a network of national sustainable consumption centers as early as 1994, when the Norwegian government hosted an international symposium on sustainable consumption as part of the follow-up to Agenda 21.  The existing NCPCs are well-situated to assume this responsibility and thereby rise to a new level of importance nationally and internationally. 

To enhance their expertise in product management, the NCPCs will need to understand the forces behind consumption as well as production.  This training course was designed to familiarize the NCPCs with sustainable consumption issues and strategies so that they will better understand the forces that affect and shape production patterns.  The skills and knowledge that the NCPCs will acquire through this course will enhance their existing cleaner production initiatives and introduce potential new opportunities for revenue generation.  

The course has three specific objectives:

1. To help the NCPCs understand the integrated concept of sustainable production and consumption and the importance to their work of such an approach.

Consumption and production have traditionally been conceptualized as separate systems.  This distinction is reflected in the multitude of programs or initiatives that have been established in one area or the other (but rarely both).  Yet neither consumption nor production operates as an isolated system.  The consumption of products requires that products be produced, and the production of products requires that they be consumed.  Converting an economy towards more sustainable forms of production therefore requires a transition towards more sustainable forms of consumption.

2. To help the NCPCs identify opportunities for leveraging sustainable production/ consumption in their home countries.

The NCPCs can have a significant impact on sustainable production and consumption efforts in their home countries.  First, they can help businesses improve the environmental attributes of their products and services, minimize the environmental impacts of their production activities, gain recognition for “green” products, and identify new markets for their greener products or services.  Second, the NCPCs can influence national policy by advocating on behalf of laws and programs designed to change production and consumption patterns.  Third, the NCPCs can foster multi-stakeholder networks, which promote the partnership and collaboration that are necessary for sustainable development.   Finally, the NCPCs can play an important supporting role by serving as national sources of production/consumption information and expertise.
3. To introduce the NCPCs to tools and information to help them leverage sustainable production/consumption in their home countries.

To decouple economic growth from environmental degradation, it is necessary to implement both production- and consumption-oriented strategies.  In this training, participants will learn about a variety of tools and approaches for making consumption and production patterns more sustainable.  The course will also familiarize participants with resources for further information about consumption and production. 

The course attempts to cover a great deal of ground in one and a half days.  It will begin with a look at the environmental impact of current consumption and production patterns – i.e., “the problem” (Section II).  Through a large group exercise, participants will compare their understanding of the concepts of sustainable production and consumption.  Next, the course will flesh out the concepts of sustainable production and consumption and place them historical and theoretical context.  Participants will then look at an integrated production/consumption cycle from a systems perspective (Section III).  After sharing their NCPCs’ experiences with sustainable production and consumption (Section IV), participants will learn about a range of tools and techniques to change production and consumption patterns.  They will also gain a greater understanding of UNEP’s strategy for promoting sustainable production and consumption (Section V).  Through facilitated discussion, participants will examine possible ways for their NCPCs to influence consumption and production patterns in their home countries.  Emphasis will be placed on identifying new opportunities for revenue generation (Section VI).  In small working groups, participants will develop action plans on a country-specific basis (Section VII).  The course will conclude with presentations by these working groups and a large group discussion of next steps.

The content and format of the course depend upon three key assumptions.  First, given the NCPCs’ historical focus on cleaner production, it is assumed that participants already possess a basic understanding of tools and techniques for process improvement.  Consequently, the course devotes more time to sustainable consumption than to sustainable production.  Second, it is assumed that the participants are typical “adult learners” with a keen interest in learning from the experiences of their colleagues.  To meet this need, the course seeks to maximize the opportunity for shared learning through interactive exercises and small group work.  Third, it is assumed that participants will use this course to build the capacity of their NCPCs by teaching the material covered to their colleagues.  Although not a formal “train the trainer” curriculum, this course has been designed for easy incorporation into the NCPCs’ existing training programs.  The text includes Instructor’s Notes to assist participants in delivering their own training on this material.

It is important for NCPCs to understand that the integration of sustainable production and consumption in practice is a relatively new development, one to which all practitioners need to contribute expertise and experience.  Participants in this short training session should expect to contribute as well as take away the knowledge and skills necessary for all of us to progress in making our world more sustainable.

