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The Challenge

With the combined impacts of the Iraq War, Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, Al Gore’s film An Inconvenient Truth, rising oil prices, and melting polar ice caps, the historical conditions are ripe for the Sustainable BioEconomy Movement, for creating the opportunities that will make sustainable biobased materials and products the foundation of the 21st century economy.
With the backdrop of toxic chemicals and petroleum-based plastics threatening the environment and human health, the development of sustainable biomaterials holds great promise. When done correctly, it can address many of the sustainability problems and national security concerns generated by the manufacture of plastics from petroleum and other fossil fuels. 

In the last several months, the marketplace has responded by stampeding toward bio-ethanol production, investing hundreds of millions of dollars and drawing some of the top venture capital gurus into the game. Unfortunately, the same economic players that control oil and industrial agriculture in the United States also are attempting to control this bio-industrial revolution for both fuels and materials. Archer Daniels Midland, Cargill, Shell, DuPont, and other major corporations are positioning themselves and Congress so that they can expand and dominate the market.

A different vision of America is possible. In the emergent economic era of beyond petroleum, the bio-based economy will play a crucial role in bolstering agriculture, creating manufacturing jobs in the United States and helping us move beyond our petrochemical addiction. However, rather than ADM, Cargill and DuPont making a fortune on this BioEconomy revolution and implementing it in ways that continue to destroy rural America and the Earth through industrial agriculture and genetically engineered seeds, WE should and we can drive these momentous changes and invent new opportunities and businesses that model the world we are trying to create.

Biomaterials are not, however, an automatic panacea. Modern industrial agriculture (the source of the feedstock) creates a host of health, environmental, and social and economic justice issues including the use of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) in the field, toxic pesticides, and destruction of family farms. Increased demand for agricultural products for energy and materials may well exacerbate problems posed by modern agriculture while also increasing pressure on ecologically sensitive land and raising food security concerns. 

The manufacture, use and discard of products made from biobased materials can also result in hazardous emissions, particularly if the biomaterial is mixed with petroleum-based chemicals. One advantage of biobased products over their conventional petroleum-based counterparts is that many are certified as compostable. One challenge ahead is developing the education and outreach, the collection services, and the composting infrastructure to ensure products are actually composted at the end of their intended use. At the same time, some bioplastic products may be recyclable but similarly lack the necessary infrastructure, while posing concerns for existing recycling systems.  

To be truly sustainable requires attention to the life cycle concerns of the material: from the growing of the feedstock and manufacturing of the polymer and final product through its use to the handling of the material at the end of its original intended use. It also requires reducing product demand and the amount of material used in the first place, to avoid competition for resources and stay within the world’s carrying capacity.

Our challenge is to find new ways of influencing and directing these new and still forming systems.  Done right, the opportunity for long-term impact and systemic change is tremendous.

The Opportunity

For decades, the environmental, health and sustainable agriculture communities have been reacting to a series of destructive technologies. In the cases of nuclear energy, toxic chemicals, genetic engineering and nanotechnology, the movement has been working to either stop destructive technologies from spreading or bring an ethical and environmental framework to a technological genie that is already out of the bottle. In the case of biobased energy and materials, the marketplace is still in its infancy. The progressive movement has a rare historical opportunity to both define how this technology is spread through society as well as own a piece of this bio-based future.

Imagine an economic development strategy linked to sustainable agriculture that has the support of policy makers in both red and blue states. Imagine policy initiatives in ten states that create “green technology funds” and other incentives for homegrown green chemistry and biobased businesses to flourish. Imagine politicians becoming champions for a green economy and finding common cause with blue-green alliances and progressive businesses. Imagine if we changed the politics of the petrochemical economy to a political landscape where supporting a homegrown bio-based economy was not only patriotic, but also necessary to be elected. Imagine if we owned a piece of the future, and NGOs, farmers and other stakeholders had both a say in the decision-making processes and benefited from the financial wealth that is created.  
To capture this historical moment, we need to move beyond the traditional strategy of defining problems to create the innovative solutions -- companies, collaboration, and ideas -- necessary for transforming the material needs of our economy.  We need to be both nimble and broad, and to work together and in parallel to help sustainability own the future.

To that end, we are gathering a number of key NGOs, businesses, government and funding allies to implement different components of a broad architecture. Our intent is to understand the key levers for creating a market transformation, then devise a strategic plan that builds from incremental change to achieve a larger set of goals.  Under the BioEconomy platform, our major interwoven goals are to: 

1. Transform Market Demand

2. Define and Disseminate a Sustainability Framework for Green Chemistry and Bio-based Materials

3. Develop the Research and Development Capacity to Support Green Chemistry Transformation

4. Create New Business and business Models to advance the market transformation and create prosperity for all stakeholders

5. Advance Government Policies for the Sustainable BioEconomy
The challenge is massive, but through our combined efforts and the elegance and sophistication of our strategies, we will achieve our goals. 
A more detailed Action Agenda is available.
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