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The Essentials for a Sustainable Economy
The Factor 10/MIPS Concept in Brief

For the last thirty years we have rather successfully – even though at great expense - pursued ecological policies regarding toxic substances. With much effort we have banned them from the market, filtered them out of exhaust fumes, burnt them as residues, and reduced them by modifying processes. Once again the sky over the Ruhr area is blue and yet the environmental services are still deteriorating at a fast pace - worldwide. 

Although combating recognized harmful substances will  continue to be important, general principles for an ecological reform of the economy can most likely never be derived from pollution focussed approaches since elucidating the sum total of all possible impacts of all pollutants on all environmental targets exceeds the capacity of science by a considerable margin.

Enormous quantities of natural materials are dislocated in order to provide people in industrialized countries with a high level of material prosperity - but neither the building of towns nor the harvesting of renewable materials are ecologically neutral. Each material input into the economy emerges sooner or later again as waste, emissions or discharges - partly in the form of harmful substances. 

In a world in which mankind has come to move more material than nature itself on the surface of the continents by virtue of his immense technical possibilities, one overriding goal for reaching sustainability is clear. Our prosperity must become less material-intensive, it must be dematerialized by drastically increasing the resource productivity of our wealth-producing-machine. We need to fill a huge innovation gap with lean technology. The ecological rucksacks of processes, products, infrastructures and services must be reduced by a large scale so that our economy can proceed again within ecological guardrails. The ecological costs of enriching and securing human life must be reduced substantially.

As long as mankind continues to think in terms of goods only rather than reaping the value that can be extracted from them then rubbish heaps will block the way to an ecological future. And it's just wishful thinking to believe that there will be sufficient time and money to start reacting when the ecological damages have become apparent: Man-induced material flows increase the speed of ecological changes to such an extent that the human body may no longer be capable to adapt fast enough to the changing conditions of the environment. We are quite busy turning ourselves into early fossils.

A reduction of the material throughput in OECD countries by an average of a Factor 10 during the coming decades is imperative, especially when taking into account the expected economic and population increases in the "Third World”. In order to reliably achieve the necessary dematerialization, decision-makers in politics and economics, but especially too the individual consumers, need valid, understandable, and internationally compatible information about the ecological  qualities of goods and services on the market. Otherwise the “invisible hand” will continue to grope in the dark and waste nature for little profit. Ecological labels for goods in use must identify their energy and material inputs per unit of service or use (MIPS) during their whole life cycle.

But this is not enough. Although the improvement of technical eco-efficiency is imperative for the realization of a sustainable economy, even the most extreme dematerialization of technical artifacts alone will certainly not be enough. A change in consumer habits must take place simultaneously, a revision of use,  a new form of prosperity must emerge. 

Sustainable products, services and infrastructures must be designed from the beginning under the aspect of ecological criteria of resource efficiency. This is where the MIPS concept can play a decisive role.

Bibliography: F. Schmidt-Bleek, "Wieviel Umwelt braucht der Mensch?" MIPS - Das Maß für ökologisches Wirtschaften, Birkhaeuser, 1993, English translation: "The Fossil Makers - Factor 10 and More", available on http.//www.Factor 10 Institute.org;. F. Schmidt-Bleek and Uschi Tischner: "Produktentwicklung - Nutzen  gestalten - Natur schonen", Austrian Chamber of Commerce 1995; Publications of the FACTOR 10 CLUB; F. Schmidt-Bleek, "Increasing Resource Productivity on the way to Sustainability", UNEP-IE Vol 18 No 4 (20 Years UNEP-IE), 1995;  Claude Fussler, "Driving Eco-Innvovation", Pitman Publ., Aug., 1996.

See also Literature listings in other publications on the Factor 10/MIPS concept.
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