Sustainable Consumption: Young Australians as Agents of Change

Do you consider the effects something you are buying may have on the environment or the well-being of someone else (e.g. The person who made it) before buying it?  What kind of impact do you think your consumption choices have?  Do you think that Australians buy too much ‘stuff’?

Based on the Australian study, “Sustainable Consumption: Young 
Australians as Agents of Change” commissioned by National Youth Affairs Research Scheme (NYARS) 88% of young Australians either strongly agreed or agreed that young people buy too much stuff.  In fact, only 10% thought that youth consumption patterns were not a major present-day problem. As a result, the young Australians agreed (50% strongly agree and 45% agree) that they are personally responsible for making more sustainable consumption choices.  

Are you between the ages of 12 to 28?  Do you want to learn how your consumption choices can help you and the world?  What about learning simple ways to change your consumption patterns to be more sustainable and even help educate and influence your local community about consumption behavior?  What if there was a network run by you, for people just like you to communicate, share ideas, and take action toward helping each other and the world become a better place through sustainable consumption choices?  Would you want to get involved?  Of the young people surveyed 92% believe by changing their behaviour, they could bring about positive change.  Do you want to be one of them?  We’ll start by giving you an overview of the information from the NYARS report and then you can decide for yourself.

This NYARS study, conducted jointly by Griffith University and the International Young Professionals Foundation (IYPF), explored how young people can be encouraged and empowered to make changes in their own consumption patterns as well as being catalysts for change in the wider community, thus leading society toward more sustainable lifestyle choices.  Sustainable consumption represents a flexible concept that can imply more, less or efficient consumption, depending on the consumption behaviour of the individual concerned. Young people represent a large slice of consumption expenditure in Australia, and hold sway over the discretionary spending in many households. Given the right environment and opportunities young people can influence the consumption patterns of many people. Therefore, their participation in efforts to consumer more sustainably is critical. 

Young people are potentially society’s most potent agents of change. As such, the United Nations has identified five reasons for enlisting the support of young people in sustainable consumption campaigns:

· Young people aged under 20 years make up 40% of the world’s population.

· Young people make up a distinct consumer category and hence require a specific approach.

· Young people directly or indirectly influence a large portion of family consumption.

· Young people are more open to change.

· The consumption patterns young people acquire today will influence their consumption patterns in their adult life and that of their children.

The impacts of consumerism are considerable and varied. Indeed, consumption affects health; over fifty percent of people in Australia today are overweight. For over a decade, sustainable consumption has been regarded as an appropriate response to concerns about diminished health and well-being, third-world poverty, human and animal rights abuses and a plethora of environmental problems. 

Young people represent a large proportion of total consumption expenditure in affluent societies such as Australia. In 2003 combined youth spending power in eleven major economies including Australia exceeded 750 billion dollars (US). Young Australians spend a large proportion of their money on leisure goods and activities. Clothes, food, entertainment and communications equipment are among the most popular. Today, teenagers in Australia lead the world in mobile telephone use, with 45 per cent of 13 to 15 year olds owning a mobile phone. The importance of enlisting the support of young people to encourage sustainable lifestyles has been recognised by youth organisations, governments, and United Nations agencies for several years. 

According to the report, the consumption patterns of young Australians are consistent with the qualities of contemporary consumer society. Young people establish their own identities through what they buy. They seek social inclusion by purchasing the newest and “coolest” products on the market. While young Australians are critical of the consuming desire, they continue regardless. However, there is a growing trend of many young Australians trying to minimise their environmental impact through the pursuit of non-materialist lifestyles.  What if you have the ability to make sustainable consumption the thing young people are doing?  Are you ready to get involved?

Many young people engage in a variety of sustainable lifestyle practices such as water and energy conservation, vegetarianism and holistic approaches to health. Encouragingly, young people are also highly concerned about the environment and the well-being of others, and accept their individual responsibility for sustainable consumption. However, the report warns that a high level of social concern does not necessarily translate into personal action.
These concerns and recommendations led to the Australian study mentioned above and resulted in a capacity building program for sustainable consumption change agents to empower young people through utilising a sustainable consumption framework.   Hundreds of young Australians participated in this study through workshops, questionnaires and sharing their wishes and ideas for a more sustainable Australia.

While recognizing the many barriers to taking action on sustainable consumption raised by young Australians as part of the research, the report illustrates that there are a range of enabling conditions within communities that, once in place, assist young people to be effective sustainability change agents. These include investing in ideas and action, political support for more sustainable living, listening to young people, and education and awareness raising. In fact most of the enabling factors can be incorporated in to integrated sustainable consumption capacity building programs.  The study argues that because of the breadth of sustainable consumption most young people will find something of interest and relevance to them in their own lives, e.g. water use, animal rights, politics and designing new technologies. 

This study highlights the individual tools and strategies available to help young people change their consumption patterns and to encourage them to promote sustainability in their communities. A holistic approach to sustainable consumption capacity building is clearly the most effective means to inspire changes in community consumption patterns. The Capacity Building for Sustainable Consumption Change Agents program is a model for introducing young people to the concept of sustainable consumption, providing some signposts towards further education, training and action, and equipping them with some basic tools and support systems for them to start “being change agents”. 

The report proposes a national program whose main elements would be:

· Appointing and resourcing of a secretariat – that includes young people – to manage a national program.

· Developing an Australian version of the UNEP-UNESCO YouthXchange training guide and website on sustainable consumption.

· Implementing a Capacity Building for Sustainable Consumption Change Agents program in each State and Territory based on the initiative developed and trailed as part of the research. 

· Running a small grants program for young people who develop sustainable consumption projects in their communities through program participation and an annual national awards program for sustainable consumption projects initiated by program participants.

· Forming links with other national programs on sustainable consumption (e.g. South Korea and Germany) and with international programs such as YouthXchange.

In its conclusion, the report recognizes that there is no magic solution to unsustainable consumption in Australia. A mix of conventional and innovative sustainable consumption policies need to be implemented in an integrated manner to encourage the proliferation of more sustainable lifestyles. Conventional policies such as those that encourage the development and use of environmentally and socially sound products and services, and that promote recycling and reuse by consumers, are a few of the ways governments promote sustainable consumption. However, conventional policies alone will not be enough to achieve sustainable consumption under current circumstances. The addition of capacity building programs that train young people and mobilize their communities to support them adds a powerful force for change towards a more sustainable Australia.   

Whether you’ve heard about sustainable consumption of not, the tools are available for you to learn and share with others to help work toward sustainability on a global scale.  Most importantly, just try to remember, ‘think before you buy’.  

We are currently looking for individuals and youth/young professional organisations to take part in the initial phases of the Capacity Building for Sustainable Consumption Change Agents project. If you would like to learn more about this initiative or to become a sustainable consumption change agent, contact the project team at youth.sc@iypf.org. More information is also available online at http://www.iypf.org/IYPF-projects.htm#YouthSC.  

“Sustainable Consumption: Young Australians as Agents of Change” Study and Report by Matthew Bentley, John Fien, and Cameron Neil is available for review by following the link below or typing it into your browser http://www.facs.gov.au/internet/facsinternet.nsf/aboutfacs/programs/youth-sustainable_consumption.htm




















































































PAGE  
1

