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The laws of humanity must come into harmony with the laws of nature if we intend to sustain life on this planet: Earth is a closed system, and growth in such a system 
cannot continue indefinitely.  Sustainability indicators can be used to inform policies that develop quality of life rather than promote growth.  Rhonda Phillips of the American Planning Association describes indicators as “bits of information that, when combined, generate a picture of what is happening in a local system”
 and as “measurements that reflect the interplay between social, environmental and economic factors affecting a region’s or community’s well-being.”
 Indicators describe the values held by a community and are ideally reflective of the “mutually agreed upon”
 vision of a community.  They provide a framework for measuring progress toward community goals and can be powerful tools to drive change.
    

Sustainability indicators are a flexible concept that many different actors can use in their decision-making.  Small rural villages have as much to gain from developing local indicators as the United Nations Commission on Sustainability does from developing indicators to monitor global development - but they will be created and analyzed differently depending upon the objective of the indicator.  Many community planners today use indicators in their comprehensive planning because indicators promote community involvement and access to information, which leads to greater support for the plan, and the policymaking that results is more integrated, more easily prioritized and more reflective a community’s vision.  Public officials of any level - from the local mayor to the chairman of the Federal Reserve Board can be more effective decision makers if they have access to an effective set of sustainability indicators.   Even activists and community groups can use indicators to demonstrate the need for change and thereby garner support for their causes.  
Indicators can help bring concepts of sustainability into practical terms.
  Paradoxically, they are a way of quantifying quality - they serve as a conceptual bridge between the subjective and the objective.  People want to improve the quality of their lives, but in order to make policy decisions that accomplish that objective, we must be able to understand what “quality of life” looks like.  To do so, communities choose a number of factors that work like a pointillist painting - when one steps back and views them collectively, they tend to suggest an image that community’s vision for vibrant life.  Like a painting, a set of indicators can only symbolize that which it depicts.  But there is still value in the ability to view quality of life symbolically.  As Donella Meadows explained, “Indicators don’t guarantee results.  But results are impossible without proper indicators.  And proper indicators, in and of themselves, can produce results”
  Indicators are operationalized by discovering ways to intervene on the system they describe.
  Life on this earth is shaped by human decision-making - whether law-making, regulating, developing policies and management approaches or evaluating consumer choices.
  

In order to transition toward an optimum, sustainable-scale economy we must identify that which we value in the economic system.  From those value determinations we create policy goals and then efficient intervention methods can be identified to shape the system to meet those goals.  The advantage in using sustainability indicators is that they depict societal values more honestly than traditional measures of progress such as the GNP.  Money, in and of itself, is useless - it cannot improve one’s quality of life.  What we value are certain services that money can secure for us.  It does not make sense to chart our collective course toward an increasing GNP when the GNP is a terrifically flawed indicator - an abstraction just as sustainability indicators are, but an abstraction that values only another single abstraction: money.  The GNP does not acknowledge that there are positive and negative effects to money changing hands, so it is ineffective instrument with which to make important value judgments. 
  Sustainability indicators are a more elegant solution, for they speak directly to the objectives we desire from our economic system.  Because sustainability/quality-of-life indicators describe life directly, almost any person can readily understand and care about they information they convey.  With accurate, life-affirming information, we can make effective life-affirming policy choices regarding optimum scale, local economic development, and opportunity costs.  Also because of its interconnected, multidisciplinary nature, much of the same indicator information can be used to shape policy that touches all aspects of society.  
In my research I surveyed several sustainability indicator projects, and found the Alberta Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) Accounting Project
 to be the most noteworthy.  To create the Alberta GPI, The Pembina Institute synthesized the strengths of existing quality of life indicators, assembled a very comprehensive list of system conditions and then applied them to a traditional accounting framework.  In the Institute’s own words, the GPI “recognizes the interrelated nature of all issues through a systems approach to accounting”
  Their “intuitively attractive accounting framework”
 allows for many effective ways to compare and understand the indicator data.  Indeed, one of the strengths of the GPI identified in the report is that it can be “aligned with existing government reporting and performance measurement systems.”
 This attribute makes the GPI a very useful tool in policymaking, especially during a transition away from the use of the GDP as a sole indicator.  

The first component of the Alberta GPI is the system of over 50 accounts of economic, social and environmental capital.  These accounts depict a physical inventory of stocks and flows; a monetary account with full benefits and costs; and indicators of sustainability or quality of life.
  As an example, the Economic Sustainability Indicator Accounts include both monetary and non-monetary indicator accounts under the categories of Economy, Livelihood, Infrastructure and Transportation.
  
Next the GPI presents a balance sheet of the accounts, which represents the “stocks” of the system.  The balance sheet shows the “physical or qualitative condition or the full monetary valuation (cost/benefit) of human, social, economic, environmental, financial and built assets or capital.”  The Institute recognizes in principle that assigning monetary values to many types of human, natural and social capital is inappropriate.
  The Alberta GPI commendably acknowledges both monetary and non-monetary values; the only difference is that the GPI doesn’t balance the qualitative conditions in the usual accounting sense.  
Third, the GPI creates an income statement to monitor system flows.
  Essentially this income statement begins with the GDP and then adds “unaccounted benefits” and deducts “regrettable expenditures” and “depreciation/degradation costs,” advancing past models that have attempted to modify the GDP.
   The developers of the GPI contend that the holistic cost-benefit assessment provided in the income statement “tells us whether we are living sustainably off the interest of total capital or eroding the capital stock” and therefore could prove very useful to those who make policy and set budgets.
 

An interesting departure from the accounting framework in the GPI is the integration of ecological footprinting as a complement to the accounts.
  Ecological footprinting measures household consumption patterns and calculates the amount of land required to support lifestyles at those consumption levels.  Because people can readily picture amounts of land use, ecological footprinting adds a valuable physical dimension to some of the more abstract numerical concepts depicted elsewhere in the GPI.

Finally, all of this information is compiled into several types of sustainability indices.   The data from the accounts is first converted to an index scale that ranges from 0 (worst condition) to 100 (best condition).
  This standardizing method facilitates comparison of data to one another, but setting optimum condition for each account (i.e. the 100 value) requires a very specific value judgment.  I fear that these values could be misrepresentative if they are too arbitrary, not fully informed, reflective only of past conditions or reflective of our limited understanding of the condition’s potential.  At any rate, the indexed data is mapped onto a “circle index” - a web-like composite that visually depicts the strengths and shortcomings of the system in one glance.
  The same data is also presented in a report card that lists the standardized index score of each condition, assigns a letter grade to that condition and remarks on the trend for that condition.
  Finally, the indexed data is aggregated into a numerical composite index that can be compared against the GDP index.
   The resulting graph does not indicate a trend of improving quality of life as GDP supporters would suggest - a clear indication that how we define societal values has everything to do with policies we set leading toward optimum scale.  
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