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What Does Sustainability REALLY Mean? 

 

Fundamentals of Sustainability (Guiding Principles) 
 

• Circular Economy (regeneration, renewal, reuse) 
• Systems approaches (connectivity)  
• Life Cycle Analysis (“LCA”) [cradle to cradle] 
• Design for the Environment (“DfE”) 
• Innovation (creativity and entrepreneurship)  
• Inclusivity (voices) 
• Transparency (openness) 
• Accountability (buck stops here)  
• Resiliency (adaptive, ability to come back) 
• Environmental stewardship and servant leadership (taking care, service) 
• “Triple Bottom Line” of environmental, economic, and social impact (results and outcomes) 
• Continuous improvement (raising the bar) 
• Place making  (local economic development) 

 

“A state in which society does not systematically undermine natural or social 
systems within the biosphere.” (Natural Step) 



The “New” Economy 
Linear Economy 

• Natural Resources  Take  Make  Waste  Dispose 

 

• Technical and biological materials mixed up 

• Energy from finite sources 

Circular Economy 
 

Biological Materials Technical Materials 

• Energy from renewable resources 

• “REs”: Reduce, Reuse, Remanufacture, Refurbish, 

Recycle, Reassembly, Reimagine! 

Source: Adapted Ellen McArthur Foundation 

Manufacture Earth 



The Sustainability Journey! 

Awareness 

Understanding 

   Application 

   Progress 

 Change 

Where is our 
community regarding 
Sustainability? 

What does 
Sustainability  
mean to our  
community? 

Where can our 
community apply  
Sustainability 
best practices? 

What are the  
results of  
Sustainability? 

What’s the  
long-term  
value and  
collective  
impact of 
Sustainability? 
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Systemic Sustainability Issues 

Malnutrition 

Literacy 

Disease Sanitation 

B l o w i n g
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Source: Adapted Bob Willard 



How does Michigan’s Great Southwest 
address these systemic issues and continue 
on the sustainability journey? 





Who are the Community Stakeholders? 
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What Sustainable Resources are Available? 

Environmental 

• Natural 

Social 

• Human 

• Knowledge 

• Networking 

• Advocacy 

• Intellectual  

 

Economic 

• Financial 

• Manufactured 

• Shared 
Economic 

• Financial 

• Manufactured 

• Shared 

Environmental 

• Natural Social 

• Human 

• Knowledge 

• Networking 

• Advocacy 

• Intellectual  

 

Place 

• Culture 

• Community 

3 Legged Stool 4 Legged Chair 



Southwest Michigan Region 
Overview 

• 778,384 people 

• 343,074 jobs 

• 56,421 college students 

• 15,875 companies 

• 186 cities, villages, and townships 

• 74 school districts 

• 19 economic development groups 

• 7 counties 

• 5 community colleges 

• 3 private colleges and universities 

• 1 research university 

Source: Southwest Michigan First (www.southwestmichiganfirst.com) 



Michigan’s Great Southwest 
Resources  

 

• County seat 

• Quality of public schools, healthcare, and parks etc. 

• Strong attraction to Chicago 

• Tourism 

• Outdoor and recreational activities 

• Arts and culture 

• Shopping districts 

• Downtown re-development 

• Agriculture 

• Deep water port 

 



Michigan’s Great Southwest 
Top Employers 

• Lakeland Regional Health Systems 

• Whirlpool Corporation 

• Andrews University 

• Michigan Pizza Hut Inc. 

• Bosch Braking Systems 

• Leco Corporation 

• Martin’s Supermarket 

• Meijer Inc. 



Michigan’s Great Southwest 
Community Stakeholder and Organization 

Examples 

• Cornerstone Chamber of Commerce 

• Race Relations Council of Southwest Michigan 

• Benton Harbor and St. Joseph Public Schools Systems 

• Lake Michigan College 

• Benton Harbor, South Haven, Dowagiac, and St. Joseph City 
Governments 

• Southwest Michigan Indian Association 

• Notable Community Leaders 

• Twin Cities Area Transportation Authority (TCATA) 

• Townships, Villages, and Municipalities within Berrien, Van 
Buren, and Cass  Counties 

• Southwest Michigan Planning Association 

 



The Sustainability Journey! 
Michigan’s Great Southwest 
• Establish a “Community Sustainability Partnership” 

• Build on SW Michigan Sustainability Committee Framework 
• -Why? Who? How, etc. 

• Areas to develop: 
• Identity 
• Mission/vision 
• Community stakeholders 
• Organizational structure 
• Stakeholder partnership agreement 
• Administration 
• Goals 
• Assessments/reporting 

• Partner with other trade, professional, and community organizations 
• Grand Rapids CSP (www.grpartners.org) 
• West Michigan Chapter USGBC (www.usgbc.org) 
• West Michigan Sustainable Business Forum (www.wmsbf.org) 
• Local First (www.localfirst.com) 
• Michigan Municipal League (www.mml.org) 
• Regional CSPs in West Michigan (www.gvsu.edu/wmcsp)  
 

http://www.grpartners.org
http://www.usgbc.org
http://www.wmsbf.org
http://www.localfirst.com
http://www.mml.org
http://www.gvsu.edu/wmcsp






Michigan’s  Great Southwest 
Goal Examples  

• Business Growth 
• 5.2% unemployment 
• 850, 000 people 
• 100 new and accelerated companies 
• 47, 767 new jobs 
• $ 18,500 increase in household income 

• Capital Formation 
• $500 MM in new capital growth 

• Vital Urban Cores 
• 8 anchor projects 
• 60% residents in urban cores earning $50K 
• $200 MM in urban new investments  
Education 
• 2,000 annual college internships 
• Top 100 in U.S. college graduate residents 

• Local Government 
• Top 10 Local Governments to achieve financial stability 
• Top 20% in U.S. for community satisfaction  

Source: Southwest Michigan First 



What Are Some Key Success Factors for Consideration? 
 

 

 

• Meaningful dialogue (voices) 

• Clear visionary and strategic planning (vitality, livability, resiliency) 

• Innovation and entrepreneurship (creativity) 

• Empowerment (bottom up, can do) 

• Working relationships and community partnerships (trust) 

• Outcomes and performance (measure what matters) 

• Continuous improvement (celebrate small wins!) 

• Transformational change (modify behavior) 

• Sustainable Development Best Practices (what works) 

• The Power of One! (collective impact of individual efforts) 



Michigan’s Great Southwest 
“Anew Over Again” 

“Re”-Build  

Re-invest 
Re-ward  

Re-create 

Re-store 

Re-new 

Re-fresh 
Re-work 

Re-vive 

Re-union 

Re-design 

Re-duce 

Re-use 



How can Michigan’s Great Southwest 
build on the progress being made? 
 
What are the next steps? 

 

 

 

Thank you for being part of the conversation! 

 

 

Norman Christopher 
Executive Director 

Sustainable Community Development Initiative 

Grand Valley State University 

chrisfn@gvsu.edu 

616-331-7461  
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