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“SUSTAINABLE CHANGE” POLICY PROPOSAL  
 
A proposal capturing the collaborative efforts of an ad hoc group of Obama-supporting sustainability leaders 

(Julie Anton Dunn, Beryle Randall, Rob Wheeler, Jane Earley, Dianne Dillon-Ridgely, and Ira Feldman). 
Submitted to the Obama-Biden Campaign’s Energy and Environment Team in October 2008. 

 
 
America today faces severe economic and national security concerns, as well as environmental and 
energy threats with unprecedented impacts.  The approach to governing over the past eight years has 
proven wholly unsustainable, particularly given the recovery costs from a mismanaged economy, strained 
international relations, rapid climate change, frequent natural disasters, the depletion of precious natural 
resources and loss of biodiversity.  Taken together, the imperiled state of the financial system, ongoing 
conflicts across the globe, and ecological degradation are risking the hopes of Americans and our 
children’s future.  Each of these threats presents a complex problem with no simple solutions. However, 
while recognizing this, we do believe that there are good answers:  those that create jobs that stay in 
America, strengthen U.S. security, provide clean energy, and deliver a healthier environment. 
 
The authors also believe an Obama Administration will lead America to those good answers.  However, 
from the outset, an approach is needed that fully integrates and aligns our nation’s goals across business 
sectors and policy areas—an approach that changes the way we view the complicated and interrelated issues 
affecting our economy, security, and environment.  The good answers must focus not just on our current 
national needs and challenges, but also those of future Americans.  We contend that these answers can be 
found in a vision called “Sustainable Change,” premised on the fact that in achieving economic and global 
stability, environmental sustenance, and needed energy supplies, we simply cannot rob future generations – 
our children – to pay for our current way of life.  
 
Barack Obama has consistently worked to ensure that our nation's environmental laws and policies balance 
America's need for a healthy, sustainable environment with economic growth.1 In fact, many of his policy 
positions, both environmental and otherwise, loudly and clearly reflect the principles of Sustainable 
Change.  Hence, we believe an Obama Administration could naturally apply the sustainability concepts it 
already endorses within many individual policy proposals at a higher level of consideration, using it as an 
organizing principle.  Success in achieving urgent national objectives lies in fully integrating the narrower, 
and inter-related, goals and resources during the formulation, planning and programming of the major 
policies that affect American life and governance.  
 
1.   SUSTAINABLE CHANGE PROVIDES AN OVERARCHING POLICY FRAMEWORK  
 
Sustainable Change sets the foundation for institutional transformation and technological innovation in 
both the private and public sectors that strikes an appropriate balance between meeting our current needs 
and ensuring a healthy, safe and prosperous lifestyle for future generations.  We believe Sustainable 
Change should be a core consideration in governance – for both structuring public policies and 
empowering private sector action. Sustainable Change would be applied, as appropriate, beyond 
environment and energy policies to also include international affairs, social programs, economics, and 
corporate governance.  In adopting sustainability as an overarching policy framework, the President 
would require our national government to be fully candid about the global challenges we face and use his 
public voice to explain how a forward-looking and comprehensive sustainability approach will 
successfully address the complex, cross-cutting issues of our time.  

                                                
1 As highlighted in the “Healthy Environment” policy paper 
http://www.barackobama.com/pdf/issues/EnvironmentFactSheet.pdf 
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Underlying this Sustainable Change framework should be the development and implementation of a 
National Strategy for Sustainability (including recommendations from the Clinton Administration’s 
President's Council on Sustainable Development), as propelled by a national dialogue. The National 
Strategy could include a White House Office on Sustainability, headed by a cabinet level official, to 
thoughtfully align diverse public policy programs.  This Office would coordinate federal policies in 
energy, climate change, environmental protection, international relations and economic development, as 
well as promote integration of local, state and national initiatives.  Governments, at all levels, would be 
encouraged to work in partnership with all sectors of society to promote and implement the National 
Strategy. Given the number of challenges we face, this strategic, multi-stakeholder approach to 
governance is the best guarantee of thoughtful, quick, and effective action. 
 
2.   SUSTAINABLE CHANGE TO STRENGTHEN THE U.S. ECONOMY 
 
As applied to the U.S. economy, Sustainable Change would include encouraging the growth of new 
industries that provide expanded capacity for addressing the energy, environmental, and other challenges 
we face.  This requires investing in new technology and basic research to stoke both urban and the rural 
economies, and using consistent standards to encourage the marketplace to seek sustainably-produced 
goods. Complementing this view, Barack Obama makes clear his position that when properly encouraged 
by policies, incentives, and regulations favoring renewable energy, the marketplace will soon drive the 
necessary research, development, and technology transfer. Barack Obama has already committed to 
further actions that support Sustainable Change in our economy, including: 
   

• Investing in a Jobs Growth Fund;  
• Establishing a National Infrastructure Reinvestment Bank;  
• Increasing federal support for research, technology and innovation for companies and 

universities; and  
• Creating a Manufacturing Extension Partnership. 

 
These initiatives, and others, build on the momentum of sustainability already underway in the American 
economy. For example, within the corporate sector, we see early acceptance of sustainability concepts 
and their benefits through voluntary environmental performance standards and “greening" of certain 
industries.  Local governments and businesses alike compete to be first adopters of new technologies and 
sustainable practices that both reduce their environmental footprint and make business sense. These 
practices include applying green building standards; investing in energy efficiency and renewables like 
biofuel, solar and wind energy; implementing “Smart Growth” in urban areas; promoting sustainable 
agriculture and forestry; using sustainable waste management; and participating in sustainable business 
networks.  Sustainable Change policies and programs will seek to incentivize these corporate and civic 
activities and reward them, a goal reflected in Barack Obama’s commitment to invest $150 billion over 
10 years in advanced energy technologies. 
 
Sustainable Change recognizes that responsible management of the national economy will benefit not 
only this generation, but also those that follow.  Reflecting this vision, Barack Obama has committed to 
prudent management of the financial sector through appropriate regulation that protects our children’s 
inheritance while allowing capitalism to flourish. This means restoring our economy to a state of health in 
a manner that encourages the private sector to accept private risk without jeopardizing the public good.  
Under Sustainable Change, economic management would also include developing an improved set of 
sustainability metrics and indicators to complement traditional economic measures, such as Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP), in order to more accurately reflect our economic condition.  In addition, it 
promotes appropriate regulatory action, such as updating Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 
disclosure requirements, to ensure transparency and accountability in the marketplace. 
3. SUSTAINABLE CHANGE PROMOTES U.S. LEADERSHIP ON GLOBAL  
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 ENVIRONMENT ISSUES, DEVELOPMENT GOALS, AND INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS 
 
Throughout the global community of nations, sustainability is a well-understood and accepted policy 
framework for economic and social development, environmental protection, and energy use.  Therefore, 
to lead in today’s globalized economy, the United States must re-engage with a globally shared 
understanding and acceptance of sustainability.  In the recent past, all United Nations (UN) Member 
States, including the United States, agreed to:  pursue the Millennium Development Goals – which 
includes integrating principles of sustainable development into national programs and policies; participate 
in the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development; and contribute to the Ten Year Framework 
on Sustainable Consumption and Production.  Similarly, as agreed to by all UN Member States during the 
1992 Rio Earth Summit Conference and 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development, the United 
States committed to develop and implement a National Strategy for Sustainability (as described in section 
2 above). Under Sustainable Change, the United States will not only fulfill these past commitments but 
also re-engage with the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change.  
 
Sustainable Change must include strengthening international policies and cooperation with other nations, 
recognizing that we are both ecologically and economically interdependent. Barack Obama is clear that 
the United States cannot remain isolated, heeding only domestic environmental laws, while global 
markets driven by consumer demand decimate natural resources.  As a planet, we face obvious evidence 
of global climate change and the permanent loss of plant, animal and marine species. We are destroying 
ecosystems that we cannot rebuild and running out of clean water. Moreover, we are quickly depleting 
energy sources that pollute the land, air and water, while not sufficiently investing in renewable 
replacements and revitalizing measures. Reflecting key sustainability objectives including international 
cooperation, Barack Obama supports a comprehensive global strategy to Confront Deforestation and 
Promote Carbon Sequestration. 
 
We believe Barack Obama will deliver strong global leadership on environmental issues, generating 
respect for the sustainability efforts here in the United States, while hammering out the international 
agreements needed to mitigate climate change.  He states emphatically that climate change is "one of the 
world's greatest challenges" and addressing it is our "moral imperative."  But beyond these shared aims, 
Sustainable Change further promotes recognition that environmental declines and constraints on natural 
resources in developing countries, which face the greatest population increases, are likely to cause 
political unrest in the near future, and this will lead to international tensions. In our view, U.S. 
international affairs and national security priorities should be quickly redefined to acknowledge these 
threats, and addressed through Sustainable Change policies.  
 
4. AMERICA IS READY FOR SUSTAINBLE CHANGE 
 
Sustainable Change is not change for “change sake.”  It addresses our nation’s most serious and urgent 
challenges in a most comprehensive and efficient way.  While naturally the nation cannot transition to full 
sustainability overnight, it is our goal that Sustainable Change will become an integral part of American life 
and governance by the end of President Obama’s first term.  Americans are certainly ready to support a 
larger shift toward sustainability as demonstrated by corporations converting to sustainable supply chains, 
small town citizens anxious to remake Main Street into a center for economic and environmental progress, 
and the American masses desperate to restore our leadership in world affairs. Sustainable Change is a 
positive, forward-looking, and comprehensive governing framework that will reverse the disastrous impacts 
of Bush policies and renew our commitment to a healthy America and prosperous future for our children. 


