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New Jersey State Government declared an intention to be a “Sustainable State” in the mid-1990s, and followed up with a series of policy initiatives, including one specifically oriented toward business, directed at this goal.  The State gained a national reputation, at least among the small sustainability community, as one of the sustainability leaders.

These initiatives included: (a) a public process to determine specific sustainability goals in environmental, economic, and social areas, and indicators to measure progress towards the achievement of these goals; (b) the establishment of an Institute to take over the responsibility to update the State’s performance on these indicators; (c) an interagency work group to institutionalize sustainability thinking within state government, which issued several recommendations for further progress in achieving sustainability; (d) discussions with another country, the Netherlands, that was pursuing sustainability, which led to negotiations with business for an alternative regulatory track in which companies would be given incentives, recognition, and flexibility in exchange for beyond compliance performance; and (e) the establishment of an Office within the Department of Commerce dedicated to facilitating the growth of the sustainable business sector.    

Still, the successes of the era were not clear-cut, and were almost inevitably followed by policy failures.  Depending upon one’s viewpoint, this was a tragic loss; overlooks some successes, which may continue in different form today; was a diversion, and even a smokescreen, from real environmental protection; and you don’t need such initiatives, or even have to explicitly invoke the term “sustainability,” to guide policy actions that actually contribute to it.

The lessons from this era may be useful, particularly as New York State and the City have shown interest and intent in promoting sustainability, the former with an emphasis on sustainable business and the role government can play to encourage it.

Perhaps, New York State can avoid the “step back.”   And if not, will the sustainable business sector be there to redirect them?
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