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Executive Summary  
The North American region consists of the United States of America and Canada, two geographically large 
countries with populations, industries, and environmental concerns that are both diverse and deeply 
integrated.  

This report presents an overview of policies and initiatives 
related to sustainable consumption and production 
advanced by the governments of the U.S. and Canada, as 
well as regional policy actions undertaken across the 
North American region. It was developed based on 
extensive literature review and in close consultation with 
the governments of the United States of America and 
Canada. It takes stock of policy frameworks and 
instruments conducive to sustainable consumption and 
production at both regional and national levels.  

The report provides key elements of North America’s 
socio-economic and environmental profile and introduces 
regional frameworks and networks that are promoting 
more sustainable consumption and production patterns 
across the region. There is an initial review of relevant 
national policy frameworks and instruments, with two 
objectives: 1) building understanding about ongoing 
efforts to create the conditions for advancing sustainable 
development and the economy of sustainable 
development specifically, and 2) establishing a baseline to 
track progress on sustainable consumption and 
production policies in North America in the context of 
Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development and the 
Sustainable Development Goals.  

 

A North American approach to sustainable consumption and production 

Policies and initiatives related to sustainable consumption and production in North America are context-
specific and flexible. They are largely characterized by a strong emphasis on cross-scale and cross-
sectoral partnerships between local, provincial, state, and federal governments alongside private and civil 
society sector actors. Policy-making and federal initiatives aim to enable and enhance the decision 
making capabilities of public agencies, private industry, non-profits and individuals.  

Four policy case studies are presented in this report to highlight these features: 

 Multi-level and multi-stakeholder partnerships are highlighted in the case exploring the Canadian 
whole-of-government approach to sustainability policies through the Federal Sustainable 
Development Strategy.  

 Canada’s policy landscape related to sustainable consumption and production is also the focus 
of the North American region country case,  identifying important features of policy making and 
implementation in Canada, including policy innovations such as equivalency agreements between 
the federal and provincial governments. 

At the UN Conference on Sustainable 
Development (Rio+20) in 2012, Heads of State 
adopted the 10-Year Framework of Programmes 
on Sustainable Consumption and Production 
Patterns, a global framework for action to 
accelerate the shift towards sustainable 
consumption and production in both developed 
and developing countries. The central role of this 
framework in achieving sustainable development 
is affirmed under Agenda 2030 as a standalone 
target (12.1) calling for its implementation. 
The Framework aims at creating a global 
movement and generating collective impact 
through multiple channels, including six multi-
stakeholder programmes (food systems, public 
procurement, consumer information, lifestyles 
and education, tourism, buildings and 
construction), which serve as “accelerators” to 
develop, replicate and scale up policies and 
initiatives at all levels. It also fosters knowledge 
and experience sharing, and facilitates access to 
technical and financial resources for developing 
countries. UN Environment serves as the 
Secretariat.  
More information: www.oneplanetnetwork.org  

http://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/
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 Local governments across the region are demonstrating leadership in developing and 
implementing policies related to sustainable consumption and production, and one case study 
outlines municipal efforts to shift urban consumption patterns toward sustainability. 

 A policy case presents a number of consumer information programs on energy, water, and toxins, 
which are created and used by the U.S. government to support the decision-making capabilities 
of individuals, firms, and agencies in the marketplace. 

 The United States public procurement case outlines policies specifying environmental and social 
purchasing requirements, designed to create markets, to reduce costs and risks to business, and 
to catalyze innovation and skills development. 

 

Key challenges and opportunities 

There is a strong foundation for sustainable consumption and production action in the region, but to 
foster more systemic and broad-based action, policy gaps need to be addressed and existing strengths 
should be built upon. It is essential to respond to environmental risks, including climate change and water 
shortages, changing demographics, urbanization and other increasingly pressing regional issues, while 
also addressing income disparities and social inequalities. One  approach to addressing this challenge is 
to focus on resource and impact decoupling through sustainable use of natural resources, in a manner 
that does not  compromise economic growth and human needs. This is best done by engaging private, 
public, and state actors, as suggested by the International Resource Panel (IRP).  
 
North America is improving environmental conditions in many domains through multi-stakeholder 
approaches backed by supportive regulation and policies, institutions, data collection and assessment. 
These efforts need to continue at a rapid pace and increased scale across public and private sectors, levels 
of government and across sectors, in particular through: 
 
- Fostering collaboration among national institutions with different mandates to achieve common 

objectives while addressing economic and social as well environmental challenges. This could be 
achieved in part by better integrating  sustainable consumption and production principles across 
government policy frameworks and strategic plans to help bridge silos across government 
departments. Concepts such as sustainable materials management and sustainable development, 
which are the main conceptual frameworks being used in North America, have the potential to 
provide the basis to design and to implement integrated policies for sustainable consumption and 
production.  
 

- Evolving and expanding the provision of data and decision support tools to inform policy. While 
cross-cutting initiatives such as those focused on decision-making tools based on life cycle assessment 
data are promising for advancing integrated approaches, framing related policies and initiatives in 
compelling ways is also essential. Compelling framing can include highlighting how sustainable 
consumption and production can help advance prosperity, social equity, job creation, health and well-
being through resource efficiency gains, technological and business innovation opportunities, and 
pollution reduction. 

 

- Supporting efforts to achieve resource and/or impact decoupling. In North America, action on 
sustainable consumption and production is critical to achieve an absolute reductions in material and 
energy consumption while enhancing ecological, community and individual wellbeing in a way that 
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also advances social justice. This requires reinforcement of national and sub-national actions, 
effectively implementing good policies in places, reforming some that block the shift to sustainable 
consumption and production, and expanding existing and multiplying partnerships. 

 

- Developing a more concerted regional approach to sustainable consumption and production while 
also continuing to build on the already successful multi-level, multi-stakeholder approaches already 
in place  in North America. 
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Essentials of North America’s socio-economic and 
environmental profile  
The Canadian / U.S. region represents 14% of the earth’s land area,1 and has a population of 357 million, 
the majority of which live in the U.S. (321 million).2 The population is unevenly distributed across the 
continent, with 80% living in urban centres in relatively low population densities, with four and 35 people 
per square km for Canada and the U.S. respectively.3,4 A steady but reduced population growth rate of 
about 0.8% annually is anticipated,5 with a continued trend towards urbanization. By 2050, it is projected 
that the urbanized population will be 87% in the U.S. and 88% in Canada.6 

Some of the region’s strengths are its relative prosperity, abundant natural resources, educated 
population, and long-term institutional and political stability.7 U.S. and Canada are considered to be 
prosperous countries, and are both major global trade partners. The U.S. economy includes a broad range 
of services, and manufacturing of petroleum, steel, automobiles, construction machinery, aerospace, 
agricultural machinery, telecommunications, chemicals, electronics, food processing, consumer goods, 
lumber, and mining. The Canadian economy is based in services; real estate; primary industries such as oil 
and forest products, fisheries; and manufacturing including automobiles and aerospace. The region’s per 
capita GDP has steadily increased since the 1960s and is currently USD 55,000, which is five times 
higher than the global average.8  
 

Table 1. Key indicators for North America  

Population (million 
capita) (2015) 

357  GDP per capita (USD) 
(2015) 

54,579  Human Development 
Index (2014) 

0.91 

Domestic Material 
Consumption (million 
tonnes) (2010)  

6,922  Material intensity 
(kg/USD) (2010)*4 

0.46 Energy Productivity 
(USK/kJ) (2010) 

172  

Material Footprint per 
capita (ton/capita) 
(2010) 

27.1 Ecological Footprint per 
capita (global ha/capita) 
(2012) 

8.2 Carbon Footprint per 
capita (ton-
CO2/capita) (2010) 

18.8 

Domestic Material 
Consumption per capita 
(kg/capita) (2010) 

20.0 Biocapacity per capita 
(global ha/capita) (2012)  

5.02 CO2 emissions per 
capita (ton-
CO2/capita) (2010) 

16.1 

Material Productivity 
(USD/kg) (2010)*1 

2.14 Total Primary Energy 
Supply per capita 
(kJ/capita) (2010)*2 

295  Labour Productivity 
(thousand 
USD/labour) (2016)*3 

116 

*1 GDP divided by Domestic Material Consumption *2 GDP divided by Total Primary Energy Supply, *3 GDP divided by total 
number of employment  *4 Domestic Material Consumption divided by GDP.  
Sources: Population, GDP, CO2 emissions: The World Bank Group (2016); Human Development Index: United Nations Development 
Programme (2016); Domestic Material Consumption, Material Footprint and Domestic Material Consumption per capita: Schandl 
et al. (2015); Material intensity: UN Environment (2010); Total Primary Energy Supply per capita and Energy Productivity: 
International Energy Agency (2016); Labour productivity: The Conference Board (2016), Carbon Footprint: Norwegian University 
of Science and Technology and Center for International Climate and Environment Research (2013); Ecological footprint and 
Biocapacity: Global Footprint Network (2016).  

 

According to the UN Environment Global Environment Outlook Regional Assessment for North America 
(2016), environmental pressures are worsening, “leading to deeper uncertainties and complexities,” and 
even for those moving in the right direction “the magnitude of improvement is not adequate to meet the 
challenges”.9  
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The material footprint for the region is the highest in the 
world at 27 tons per capita,10 but the region does have high 
material productivity - at 2.1 USD/kg, which is about three 
times the world average.11  The global trend of manufacturing 
moving to less affluent regions with much lower material 
productivities has been lowering the world average for about 
the last 15 years.12 As would be expected with high material 
consumption, waste generation is also high, Ca nada 
produces 2.3 kg/capita/day and the U.S. 2.6 kg/capita/day, 
while the world average is only 1.2 kg/capita/day.13 Total energy use per capita for the region is about 
3.5 times the world average 14 and energy productivity is about on par with the world average.15 

Both the U.S. and Canada, among the richest economies in the world, have the resource base, financial 
capacity, technological and human resources to invest and innovate into more sustainable and equitable 
patterns of growth. In the U.S., this capacity for success has already been demonstrated in recent 
deccades, as a 50% redcuction in emissions of the six major air (criteria) pollutants occurred while also 
having significant growth in GDP, population, and vehicle miles travelled. 

  

Northern American countries are 
well-positioned to contribute to a 
global transition towards sustainable 
consumption and production 
patterns, including through 
continued pollution prevention and 
absolute reduction of resource use. 
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Regional cooperation frameworks and networks  
Inter-governmental partnerships relevant to sustainable consumption and production 

There is a rich and varied regional collaboration and exchange across United States and Canada supported 
by both regional bodies and initiatives. Since 1994, the governments of Canada, Mexico, and the United 
States signed an agreement to further regional cooperation on environmental issues. This agreement 
established the North American Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC), which was 
negotiated in 1994 at the same time as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Within the 
CEC, activities related to sustainable consumption and production are co-developed and implemented, 
such as on green purchasing and food waste16 and funding is provided by equal contributions from the 
three governments, specifically, from the departments Environmental and Climate Change Canada, the 
U.S. Environmental Agency, and SEMARNAT in Mexico. The CEC process is strengthened by a Council that 
establishes priorities and programs of work and includes minister-level representatives of each country. 
The Council is advised by the citizen member Joint Public Advisory Committee. The CEC Secretariat 
provides technical, administrative and operational support to the Council. In 2015, the CEC adopted the 
2015-2020 strategic priorities – climate change, green growth, and sustainable communities and 
ecosystems – with the ‘green growth’ priority including activities related to sustainable consumption 
and production. One of the activities in this program of work is enhanced management and sustainable 
use of chemicals in products.17 

The U.S. and Canada also engage on issues of green economy 
with Mexico, including on sustainable management of 
materials (e.g. electronics) and on improving economic and 
environmental performance of industry. Both the U.S. and 
Canada are active participants in the G7 Alliance for Resource 
Efficiency and work with other G-7 countries to encourage 
“collaboration with large and small businesses and relevant 
stakeholders to advance resource efficiency, promote 
[voluntary] best practices, and foster innovation.”18   

Both the U.S. and Canadian Federal governments are part of 
the Arctic Council, a “regional intergovernmental forum to 
enhance cooperation, coordination and interaction among 
the Arctic States with the active involvement of Arctic 
indigenous peoples and other Arctic inhabitants on common 
Arctic issues.”19 The Arctic Council Sustainable Development Working Group and Arctic Contaminants 
Action Program work to protect the Arctic environment, the health of Arctic ecosystems, maintenance of 
biodiversity in the Arctic region, human health, emergency preparedness and response capacity, and the 
conservation and sustainable use of natural resources.20  

 

Sectoral cooperation 

Formalized regional partnerships and agreements have emerged to address specific topics and sectors, 
such as water management, chemicals and hazardous waste, food waste, air quality, transports, energy 
and climate change. These agreements provide regional guidance on co-managing pollution, natural 
resources, stakeholder engagement and program requirements. Some examples include the Great Lakes 
Water Quality Agreement, the Boundary Waters Treaty, the U.S.-Canada bilateral agreement concerning 

The U.S. and Canada contribute 
inputs to the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), including 
through its Environmental Policy 
Committee, in support of its efforts 
to foster better environmental 
stewardship internationally, provide 
analysis of environmental policy, and 
collect and share international data 
and models that inform industry and 
policy decision making. 
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transboundary movement of hazardous waste, regulatory partnerships on chemicals, Canada-U.S. Air 
Quality Agreements, and regional fisheries management including through the Pacific Salmon Treaty.  

U.S. and Canada federal agencies also collaborate on the SmartWay 
Transport Partnership, a partnership of the U.S. EPA, Natural Resources 
Canada and over 3,000 North American companies. 21  This program 
supports fuel efficiency for vehicles transporting goods and best practices in 
freight supply chains to reduce greenhouse gas emissions22. Food waste 
reduction and recovery is another area of active engagement across the 
region, including through the Commission on Environmental Cooperation, 
with collaboration between the U.S. EPA, and Environment and Climate 
Change Canada, as well as with SEMARNAT in Mexico.  

 

Multi-stakeholder initiatives 

In 2008, regional collaboration among national governments and stakeholders was advanced with the 
creation of the multi-stakeholder North American Roundtable on Sustainable Production and 
Consumption (NARSPAC). Launched as a follow-up to the regional United Nations Marrakech Process 
meeting in Washington DC, this roundtable began as an initiative of the North American Sustainable 
Consumption Alliance (NASCA), the Canadian Environmental Network (RCEN), the Sustainable 
Consumption Research and Action Initiative (SCORAI), and the Citizens Network for Sustainable 
Development (CitNet).23 NARSPAC hosted a series of regional dialogues and meetings with government, 
business, civil society, academics, and international organizations often co-hosted with the United Nations 
Environment Program Regional Office of North America. These meetings focused on sharing best practices 
and lessons learned as well as building informal ties and formal initiatives on sustainable consumption 
and production. Key priorities and recommendations included interest in a vision and policy framework 
for North America on sustainable consumption and production and interest in translating the concept for 
diverse audiences.24 A collaboration to advance research and action on sustainable consumption in cities 
emerged from these meetings. The Canadian and U.S. governments also hosted two multi-stakeholder 
regional meetings in the lead-up to the adoption of the 10YFP at the 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable 
Development, (Washington 2008; Ottawa 2011) as part of the UN Marrakech Process. 
 

Beyond the federal government, many non-state actors continue to join forces across the North 
American region. A small selection of the vast number of organizations and networks in areas related to 
sustainable consumption and production include the New Economy Coalition, the Cancer-Free Economy 
Network, The Story of Stuff Project, the Center for a New American Dream, Worldwatch Institute, the 
Sustainable Consumption Research and Action Initiative, One Earth, the Global Footprint Network, 
350.org, Biomimicry Institute, Movement Generation, The Natural Step, the Center for Health, 
Environment and Justice, Transition USA, Post Carbon Institute, Shareable, Capital Institute, and the Labor 
Network for Sustainability. In addition, private sector collaboration across the region are occurring 
including through the Sustainable Apparel Coalition, Electronics Take-Back Coalition, Sustainable 
Packaging Coalition, Businesses for Social Responsibility, Green Building Councils, B lab, Business Alliance 
for Local Living Economies, American Sustainable Business Council, the “clean tech” sector, and the 
Environmental Paper Network, to name a few. Sustainable procurement efforts are being led by the 
Responsible Purchasing Network and Sustainable Purchasing Leadership Council. The National Zero 
Waste Council advances waste prevention in Canada across the production and consumption space by 
bringing together governments, businesses, and non-governmental organizations. A new online platform, 
“Further with Food,” serves as an information hub for initiatives tackling the challenge of food waste and 

Between 2009 and 
2015, SmartWay 
prevented 72,000 
tonnes of particulate 
matter from being 
released into the air. 
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loss in the United States.  It provides an online space where stakeholders, including government agencies, 
businesses, non-governmental organizations, and individuals can share best practices and new 
innovations.25   

Together, these state and non-state actors are forming regional initiatives contributing to advancing 
sustainable consumption and production. However, with compounding social and ecological challenges, 
it is important to assess these efforts in light of the scale and scope that is required and note that further 
absolute reductions in demand of material and energy and equitable access to resources will likely require 
more efficient and less consumptive approaches and reduced institutional consumption levels, which may 
be supported through enabling policies and regulations and expansion of voluntary partnership initiatives.  
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Local Governments: Key Actors for Promoting Sustainable 
Consumption in North America  

 

Sustainable consumption is about meeting individual needs and enhancing quality of life equitably within 
the limits of natural ecosystems. It requires a fundamental shift in the way we produce and consume 
goods and services to reorient our economic and social systems around a more sustainable model. Federal 
policies and initiatives can play a role in transforming upstream impacts of production. National 
governments also support sustainable choices by consumers through, for instance, setting regulatory 
contexts for green industry and supporting public transportation infrastructure. However, with an 
increasingly urbanized population and roughly two thirds of global greenhouse gas emissions 
originating in cities, local governments are essential partners in advancing sustainable consumption 
solutions.26  

Although local governments often rely on consumption to drive economic growth and prosperity, many 
cities across North America are recognizing that a focus on consumer spending is leading to unsustainable 
economic, environmental and social costs. Through policy, regulation, urban and land use planning and 
innovation, city governments have a number of tools at their disposal to explore specific community 
solutions. Sustainable consumption initiatives are developed in a variety of local government departments 
including environment and sustainability offices. Portland was the first U.S. city to create a climate action 
plan to cut carbon in 1993, which is now combined with the climate plan for Multnomah County. The 
resulting impacts include local carbon emission reductions by 21 percent since 1990 with an addition of 
90,000 more jobs, while population increased by 33 percent.27 The efforts require a multi-stakeholder 
approach as governments need the support of community organizations, citizens, public institutions, 
industry and businesses to shift consumption patterns. 

The Urban Sustainability Directors Network (USDN), a voluntary membership-based network of 135 
North American cities, is advancing and scaling innovative urban sustainability programs, which 
includes a focus on sustainable consumption since 2013. 28  USDN cities are identifying sustainable 
consumption as key to advancing urban sustainability through addressing root causes of social and 
environmental problems. In partnership with academics, practitioners, civil and society actors, specifically 
the Sustainable Consumption Research and Action Initiative (SCORAI), One Earth, the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency, and the West Coast Forum on Climate and Materials Management, the USDN has been 
engaging cities on consumption. This initiative builds on pioneering work by cities such as Portland, Seattle, 
Vancouver and Flagstaff. USDN cities have also built a foundation of research and framing documents 
including the Eugene Memorandum on The Role of Cities in Advancing Sustainable Consumption and the 
USDN Sustainable Consumption Toolkit.29 

 

Innovative approaches and instruments 

Local governments are finding solutions that advance multiple benefits across city priorities including 
climate change, sustainable economic development, alternative transportation and social justice. 
Engagement on sustainable consumption within cities range from individual initiatives such as advancing 
a local energy economy in San Antonio to integrative approaches such as sustainable consumption efforts 
in the Cities of Portland and Vancouver. Instruments range from those with a high level of government 
intervention through regulation and enforcement to low level of government involvement through 
promotion and providing city-owned space for incubating sustainable consumption initiatives.  
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In North America, city governments are using local ordinances to create incentives and penalties 
encouraging sustainable practices, for example, in renovating and demolishing buildings. The Town of 
Chapel Hill in North Carolina provides a list of valued building materials and requires documentation of 
materials recycled and salvaged.30 Local ordinances are also aligning sharing economy enterprises with 
sustainable city priorities including passing permits for car-sharing vehicle parking in Toronto, Vancouver 
and Seattle; and local ordinances regulating short-term rental such as Airbnb in Portland, Austin, San 
Diego and San Francisco.31 In addition to sharing, cities are supporting reuse and repair. The Cities of 
Portland and Flagstaff Arizona have developed “Resourceful Campaigns” to support sustainable 
consumption and reuse. 32  Hennepin County, Minnesota hosts fix-it clinics to support its citizens in 
repairing consumer goods.33 Many city governments are supporting lending libraries for household tools 
and other shareable goods through grants and an adaptation of their public library facilities.34 

The following list represents areas in which early city experimentation is taking place and where there is 
potential for action to advance sustainable consumption:  

1) Procurement policies: applying a sustainable materials management approach to city purchasing 
practices; collaborative sustainable procurement with partner institutions such as schools, 
universities and hospitals. 

2) Engaging local business: supporting new business models and financing mechanisms for alternatives 
to traditional retail sales. 

3) Economic prosperity: testing holistic measures of economic health such as the Genuine Progress 
Indicator; using a sustainable consumption lens in economic development planning. 

4) Housing policy: addressing barriers to co-housing and secondary dwelling units (SDUs); opportunities 
for shared services; and providing options for micro-housing ownership for low-income families. 

5) Food waste prevention: testing food purchasing and handling policies to right-size purchasing and 
portions; spreading best practice for food rescue operations.35 

6) Community sharing ventures: evaluating effectiveness and best practices for repair cafés, tool-
sharing libraries, community swap events and other community-led initiatives. 

 

The USDN is taking the lead on delivering both training and grants. In order to achieve their sustainable 
consumption goals, city Sustainability Directors need to engage other departments and staff within the 
city as well as external stakeholders. There is also a call for continued capacity-building among city staff, 
as well as a need for funding for piloting additional sustainable consumption initiatives. In 2016, the USDN 
provided three pilot grants with foundation funding for cities to take action on sustainable consumption. 
The Eugene, Oregon pilot analyzes the best practice and impact potential of repair cafés. Iowa City, Iowa 
is testing the feasibility of using the Ecological Footprint Analysis Tool (Eco-City Tool) in a U.S. context to 
generate a footprint and consumption-based carbon emissions inventory as a measure of consumption 
impact. Emmeryville, California is developing a ‘fit-to-scale’ food procurement policy for a school / 
community center in order to prevent extraneous resource consumption and wasted food and to lower 
food consumption impacts. 

 

Impacts and progress indicators 

City governments set the context for daily living through urban planning including housing and land-use 
bylaws, transportation and other infrastructure, leading by example in municipal operations, and creating 
incentives through permits, grants, convening and promoting sustainable consumption and production 
efforts. There are early examples of the impact of sustainable consumption efforts in cities.  
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The City of Portland has already had success in reducing carbon emissions by taking an integrated 
approach to climate, economic development, social equity and natural resource management. Since 2011, 
the City and County has calculated their consumption-based carbon emissions as part of their Climate 
Action Plan, leading to a shift in climate policy toward upstream solutions. Consumption-based emissions 
inventory (CBEI) calculations reflect “a comprehensive approach to estimating municipal consumption-
based emissions”. 36  They account for the full-life cycle of products, not only capturing emissions 
associated with the production of goods, but including emissions sourced from transportation and local 
consumption and disposal. Other cities that are adopting this approach include Eugene, Oregon, San 
Francisco, California and King County, Washington. CBEI analyses reveal that the total consumption-
based emissions of a city are roughly double local emissions. Solutions at the production and use phase 
are critical for reducing impact. There are also opportunities to focus on high leverage goods and 
services such as meat consumption, home energy use, local transportation fuels, and airline travel.37 

A similar focus on leverage points is driving the City of Vancouver, British Columbia and its Lighter 
Footprint Strategy as part of the Greenest City Action Plan. Informed by a detailed analysis of the city’s 
ecological footprint, the Lighter Footprint strategy emphasizes solutions related to sustainable food 
consumption, building efficiency, multi-modal transportation choices, and reducing the consumption of 
high footprint goods such as paper. The Lighter Footprint strategy is also engaging stakeholder partners 
in a Community of Action to take action in these priority areas and on cross-cutting initiatives such as on 
sharing and sustainable purchasing.38 

Cities, including Seattle and Victoria, are redefining measures of prosperity by identifying alternative 
economic indicators beyond consumer spending to guide their policies and investments.39 The Santa 
Monica Wellbeing Project assesses community quality of life through resident surveys, social media and 
city metrics, and these form a foundation for decision-making for the City of Santa Monica government.40 
There are initiatives focused on public procurement, with cities from Edmonton, Alberta to Austin, Texas 
incorporating guidelines for sustainable purchasing.41 The Los Angeles Food Policy Council in the Office of 
the Mayor has developed guidelines specifically on sustainable food procurement.42 Cities are influencing 
food consumption in other ways, including through providing composting programs and food waste 
awareness campaigns. Urban gleaning programs in the cities of San Francisco, Portland, Toronto and 
Vancouver enable harvesting of food from local farms, household fruit trees and community gardens.43  

 

Key challenges 

- One challenge to overcome is the belief that consumption is simply waste management. Waste 
management is part of supporting  sustainable consumption and production.  Solutions that address 
both the life cycle of goods, as well as the entire system of how needs are defined and goods and 
services are designed, produced, marketed, used and disposed of or reused are all important aspects 
of enhancing sustainable consumption and production. 

- Another challenge is the need for consistent measurement. There are a variety of tools used to 
measure material and energy consumption including ecological footprint analysis and urban 
metabolism studies. There are also a variety of tools currently being used to measure consumption-
based carbon emissions inventories. The USDN and C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group are assessing 
these analysis tools and approaches with the goal of harmonizing measurement for better 
comparability.  Other indicators initiatives are being undertaken by the OECD and by governments as 
part of their contribution to Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals. 
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- A fundamental challenge is how to frame sustainable consumption and production for citizens in 
ways that encourage them to take action. City officials have begun to address this challenge by 
framing consumption issues in terms of values that people care about such as health, economic 
security, resourcefulness and self-sufficiency, as well as by engaging other trusted community 
partners in projects 

 

Resources 

- Urban Sustainability Directors Network (USDN) – Innovation Products on Sustainable Consumption 

https://www.usdn.org/public/page/79/Consumption?source=http%3a%2f%2fusdn.org%2fpublic%2f

page%2f79%2fConsumption 

- U.S. General Services Administration’s Green Procurement Compilation 

https://sftool.gov/greenprocurement  

- USDN Toolkit - Advancing Sustainable Consumption in Cities, 

http://sustainableconsumption.usdn.org/ 

 

  

https://sftool.gov/greenprocurement
http://sustainableconsumption.usdn.org/
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Enabling conditions for change 
A Northern American approach to sustainable 
consumption and production  
 

Sustainable consumption and production is a priority 
for both the US and Canadian federal governments. In 
practice, sustainable consumption and production 
related initiatives and policies in the region are 
framed using different terminologies. For example, 
some of the United States’ actions are oriented 
around sustainable materials management and 
resource efficiency whereas in Canada, efforts are 
typically framed around sustainable development 
and clean growth or clean technology lenses.  
Furthermore, a review of the U.S. and Canadian plans 
and strategies reveal gaps, particularly in terms of 
addressing consumption.  As in other countries and 
regions, the evolution of sustainable consumption and 
production activities in North America has responded 
to changes in leadership and legislation at the federal 
government level. The evolution of sustainable 
consumption and production activities in North 
America has seen significant shifts, in part 
corresponding to changes in federal governments. In 
Canada, the 2015 change in administration to a Liberal 
government resulted in a revived focus on sustainable 
development. Furthermore, the Sustainable 
Development Goals and particularly Goal 12 on 
sustainable consumption and production has 
provided a new international momentum for action at 
the national level. 

 

A Northern American approach 

There are many policies and initiatives that advance sustainable consumption and production in the North 
American region.  In both countries, the federal government does not dictate local solutions but rather 
acts to promote and encourage a policy environment that is diverse and context-specific. For example, 
the U.S. and Canadian federal governments support action at all levels by providing and promoting 
enhanced decision-making tools which support institutions and consumers as they initiate sustainable 
consumption and production action. 

First, there is the presence of strong, multi-level and multi-stakeholder partnerships between municipal, 
provincial / state, and federal governments. Due to the hetereogenous nature of the region, in both 
Canada and the United States, the federal government often focuses its efforts on enhancing the 
capacity of provincial / state and local  governments to enact sustainable consumption and production 

The approach to sustainable consumption and 
production-related policies and initiatives in 
Canada and the U.S. has a few unique defining 
characteristics as compared to other regions, 
specifically: 
 
 Sustainable consumption and production 

actions have largely been created through a 
unique process of development and 
implementation, consisting of: 
 A multi-level (federal, sub-national, 

regional, municipal) and multi-
stakeholder (government, business, civil 
society) partnership approach.  

 Creation of diverse, flexible, context-
specific responses. 

 Combination of market driven 
mechanisms with policy measures with an 
emphasis on innovation. 
 

 Initiatives related to sustainable consumption 
and production include the development and 
promotion of enhanced decision-making 
tools and an evidence-based approach as a 
foundation for policy-making and 
implementation. 
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policy. In Canada, this takes the form of toolkits and information platforms created by the federal 
government for use by other levels of government, and in the use of Equivalency Agreements, whereby 
provincial and municipal governments can demonstrate sustainable consumption and production 
outcomes achieved by means other than those prescribe by the federal government.  In the United States, 
the federal government has played a convening, informing, and equipping role, as can be seen in their 
approach to sustainable materials management across multiple sectors. 

There are also many policies which create broad, often voluntary agreements with various industry and 
civil society actors.  These partnerships and agreements are reflective of both the Canadian and 
American governments’ strong policy emphasis on empowering individuals, firms, organizations, and 
associations to make informed decisions to achieve positive sustainable development outcomes. 
Policies of this type often provide partners with information (labelling), tools (websites, databases), or 
present a compelling vision of more sustainable 
consumption and production patterns (strategies). 
Examples include the Canada-wide Strategy for 
Sustainable Packaging and the EPA’s Food Recovery 
Challenge  the 2030 Champions Initative, and the Food 
Waste Challenge (with USDA).  The Canada-wide 
Strategy for Sustainable Packaging builds on the 
Canada-wide Action Plan for Extended Producer 
Responsibility and includes voluntary compostability 
certifications, labelling, and plastic bag reduction 
initiatives. The Food Recovery Challenge and the Food 
Waste Challenge in the United States provide platforms 
for stakeholders to set goals, report on, and/or  to track 
and improve their management of food waste and 
minimize food loss.   

Internationally, the U.S. is engaged in the 10YFP programmes, particularly  those on public procurement, 
sustainable food systems (focused on food waste), and consumer information (focused on life cycle 
assessment data sharing and database interoperability) and sharing lessons learned with other 
countries.44 The U.S. prioritizes shifting toward a more sustainable food system that delivers food security 
and nutrition for present and future generations. Emphasis is placed on increasing resource and material 
efficiencies in achieving this objective. The U.S. seeks to build partnerships, cooperate with stakeholders 
and support the development of information, tools and methodologies.  

In the U.S., the federal government set the 
first ever domestic goal to reduce food 
loss and waste by half by the year 2030, 
aligning with Target 12.3 of the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals. The USDA 
and EPA are working with communities, 
organizations and businesses and other 
partners to achieve this goal, and are 
focusing on actions that simultaneously 
support feeding the hungry, saving 
money for families and businesses and 
protecting the environment. 
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The second feature of these policies and initiatives is that they 
are flexible and context-specific responses.  This characteristic 
is closely tied to the multi-level, multi-actor approach outlined 
above. In both Canada and the United States, provincial, state 
and / or local governments often have more direct control over 
sustainable consumption and production policy areas than 
national governments. In both countries, the respective federal 
government may set goals but largely leaves the ‘how’ up to the 
other levels of government. The North American Sustainable 
Consumption Alliance (NASCA) characterizes sustainability 
action in the region as bottom-up, whereby a constellation of 
organizations is engaged in advancing sustainable consumption 
and production objectives.45  In the U.S., the federal government 
plays a strong facilitative role, establishing policies that enable 
state and local level sustainable consumption and production 
initiatives. In Canada, the federal government exerts more 

control, but still plays a distinctly co-operative and partnership role with the provincial governments.   

Third, market-driven approaches tend to dominate, with policies and programs  targeting incentives 
within markets to stimulate innovation and influence consumer and producer choices. This is evident in 
policies designed to enhance consumer information such as eco-labelling schemes, as well as in policies 
designed to facilitate the development of key green industries such as renewable energy. One such 
example is the LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) certification program for buildings 
and communities. This program was developed by the U.S. Green Building Council, with the input of 
business, non-profit organizations, associations and government. Given the market-based approach 
favoured in this region, there is a significant focus on resource efficiencies and materials management, 
both of which emphasize the economic impacts of sustainable consumption and production.  This is 
further reflected in the language chosen by governments to discuss related issues, with governments 
favouring terms such as clean technology, innovation, green growth and clean growth, and less frequently, 
valuation of natural capital, and the circular economy. 

In the U.S., the emphasis on market driven approaches can be seen in federal policies that direct agencies 
to participate in private sector standards, like LEED, EPEAT, GreenSeal, Cradle to Cradle and others, and 
to use market-based standards in procurement and in regulation. Specifically, the National Technology 
Transfer and Advancement Act (NTTAA, Section 12d), implemented per the White House Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB) Circular A119, “Federal Participation in the Development and Use of 
Voluntary Consensus Standards and in Conformity Assessment Activities”) direct federal agencies to: (a) 
use standards developed or adopted by voluntary consensus standards bodies rather than government-
unique standards, except where inconsistent with applicable law or otherwise impractical; (b) participate 
in the development of voluntary consensus standards when it is in the public interest and compatible with 
their missions, authorities, priorities and budgetary resources; and (c) coordinate federal conformity 
assessment activities (e.g., certification, testing, and other activities to assess conformance to regulatory, 
procurement or other requirements) with those of the private sector to reduce unnecessary duplication. 

To enhance sustainable consumption and production efforts, EPA’s Environmentally Preferable 
Purchasing Program issued Recommendations of Specifications, Standards, and Ecolabels providing 
clear information for federal procurement officials -- and manufacturers and service providers -- about 
which of the many private sector standards and ecolabels should be considered to reduce business risk in 
supply chains and company operations, increase U.S. industry competitive advantage in the global 

National governments tend to focus 
their efforts on the development 
and enhancement of decision-
making tools available to other 
levels of government, as well as 
non-state actors.   

The region is strongly characterized 
by such decentralized or devolved 
powers and bottom-up approaches 
across sectors (e.g., food, mobility, 
buildings, purchasing, energy) 
developed by those sector’s 
stakeholders. 

https://www.epa.gov/greenerproducts/recommendations-specifications-standards-and-ecolabels-federal-purchasing
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marketplace, and meet federal goals for environmentally preferable procurement.  Moreover, the 
Recommendations leverage - and increase market confidence in - existing private sector initiatives that 
have demonstrated positive, measurable, and meaningful change in the environmental performance of 
products and services. 

Foundation of Policies: Enhanced Decision-Making Tools 

There are numerous examples of science-based policies and initiatives in the region, such as the adoption 
of labelling programs for food, products and services; the development of funding programs directed at 
research into alternative and more efficient energy technologies and vehicles; the support for life cycle 
assessment; and the creation of initiatives aimed at economic valuation of ecosystem services. The 
application of science-based research is not consistent across all activity areas or time periods.  A recent 
review conducted by the Pew-MacArthur Foundation suggests that the use of evidence to inform policy 
and programs is growing in the United States. They found that more than 100 state laws were passed 
in 42 states between 2004 and 2014 that applied evidence-based decision-making principles.46 Similarly, 
the current Canadian federal government has stressed the importance of science-based decision-
making.  In December 2016, the Minister of Science was mandated with creating a Chief Science Advisor, 
whose role includes ensuring accessibility of government science  to the public, the capacity for  
government scientists to speak freely about their work, and the consideration of  scientific analyses in 
government decision-making.  There is also a renewed focus on transparency and openness in Canada’s 
environmental assessment processes.47 

 
 
 
  

There is a strong foundation for sustainable consumption and production 
action in the region, but to foster more systemic and broad-based action, policy 
gaps would need to be addressed and existing strengths should be built upon. 
In particular: 

1. Sustainable consumption and production principles can be better 
integrated across government policy frameworks and strategic plans. 

2. Additional policies and initiatives should be developed to directly 
address consumption-related opportunities and challenges. 

3. The capacity of existing partnerships could be supported and 
enhanced. 

4. The provision of data and decision support tools to inform policy 
should continue to evolve and expand. 
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Seizing ongoing efforts: taking stock of existing policy 
instruments 
 

There is a wide range of North American policies and initiatives related to sustainable consumption and 
production. Broadly speaking, these policies and initiatives fall into two main categories when clustered 
by policy approaches and instruments: regulatory and legal reforms; and partnerships and voluntary 
agreements.  Fewer policies are categorized as economic instruments and informational efforts.  It 
should be noted, however, that several policies align with the criteria of more than one policy instrument 
category, as is the case with labelling initiatives in the United States such as the Safer Choice and 
WaterSense labels.  In these instances, this section places these examples within the category based on 
the best judgement of the authors.  Many of the policies and initiatives described below also include 
information, awareness, engagement and educational components. This section first briefly describes 
existing coordination mechanisms for sustainable consumption and production, funding and technical 
resources currently mobilized at national level, and then reviews a selection of Canadian and U.S. related 
policies and initiatives under three broad headings – Overarching Frameworks; Cross-Cutting Policies; and 
Sectoral Policies.   

 

Coordination mechanisms and stakeholder engagement  

It is important to note that both the United States and Canada have identified 10YFP National Focal 
Points to share information and opportunities for coordinationand cooperation on sustainable 
consumption and production with different ministries and stakeholders. In the U.S., the 10YFP National 
Focal Point and alternates are based within the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and U.S. 
Department of State. The EPA cooperates with other key departments such as the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, General Services Administration, and the Department of Energy, and Department of 
Commerce. In Canada, the 10YFP National Focal Point is based in Industry Canada, with Environment 
Canada staff playing a key role in implementation and oversight. Other departments such as Natural 
Resources Canada and, increasingly, Global Affairs Canada are also active on sustainable consumption and 
production. In both cases, the 10YFP National Focal Points have experience representing their 
governments at international environmental fora. At the international level, the 10YFP National Focal 
Points also facilitate the interaction between their respective Federal Governments and UN Environment 
(as the Secretariat of the 10YFP), specifically in informing other government staff of activities as well as in 
gathering government responses to requests related to the implementation of the Framework. 

Sustainable consumption and production related initiatives and policies have been developed across 
many governmental departments, mostly in parallel and independently of the 10YFP process. However, 
in the lead-up to the 2012 adoption of the 10YFP, both the U.S. and Canadian governments conducted 
regular meetings across departments and ministries to discuss their position and approach to the 
development of the Framework. At present, various U.S. departments engage in specific programmes 
such as on public procurement and sustainable food systems, and periodic consultations on the 
implementation of the 10YFP are convened by the Focal Point. In Canada, there is increasing interest in 
cross-cutting and integrated approaches, and the Federal Sustainable Development strategy is designed 
to facilitate connectivity under a strategic framework.  

The Canadian government also has a special relationship with Indigenous Peoples across the country. This 
relationship recognizes not only First Nations, Métis and Inuit people’s unique understanding of and 
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connection to Canada’s lands and waters, but also the significant degree of autonomy of many Indigenous 
Peoples.  As such, the involvement of Indigenous Peoples in environmental policy development and 
decision-making is essential to the Canadian approach.    

As mentioned above, government dialogue and implementation has been supported by the formation of 
the North American Roundtable on Sustainable Production and Consumption, co-founded by civil society 
networks. Both civil society organisations and, to a limited extent, businesses are also directly active in 
specific programmes. For example, the Sustainable Public Procurement programme includes civil society 
partners such as the Sustainable Purchasing Leadership Council. Similarly, the Sustainable Buildings and 
Construction programme gains from the insights of the U.S. based civil society organization Ecocity 
Builders. 

 

Funding and technical resources 

Funding for sustainable consumption and production policies and government initiatives are 
predominantly provided by Canadian and U.S. government departmental budgets. It is important to note 
that operating costs for programs, such as sustainability services from the U.S. General Services 
Administration, are greatly exceeded by their value, for example, from access to lower price options and 
energy efficiency cost savings. Sub-national budgets, at the city or state / province level, are also allocated 
toward sustainable consumption and production policies and initiatives. Private sector efforts, such as 
greening supply chains, are often self-funded. 

In the Government of Canada’s Budget 2016, $2.1 billion was commited towards retrofits and repairs 
to the wide range of government properities and assets, as well as to greening government operations 
generally.  Much of this funding will be channelled into policies and activities related to sustainable 
consumption and production, including modernizing the energy generation for marine communication 
and traffic services, improving military housing, and reducing energy consumption and carbon footprints 
for government-owned buildings.48 

There are some programs that are funded through public-private investments such as chemicals 
management and pollution programs. Additionally, excise taxes and levies are used, as in the case of 
Canadian measures on the production of renewable fuels and fuel efficient vehicles. 

Regional programs such as the North American Commission for Environmental Cooperation are co-funded 
by both the United States and Canadian governments, in addition to Mexico.  Regional and international 
organisations also play a supporting role in policy development and implementation across the region.  
For example, the UN Environment Programme’s Regional Office for North America helps the regional 
governments to coordinate policy actions on a range of issues related to sustainable consumption and 
production. Likewise, the OECD provides research and analysis on best practices among its Member States.  
 

Overarching Policy Frameworks 

There are several national level strategies and action plans in the North American region.  A summary of 
Canadian policies illustrates the strong emphasis on an integrated policy approach taken in the region. 

Canada’s Federal Sustainable Development Act,49 passed in 2008, requires the Government of Canada 
to produce a Federal Sustainable Development Strategy (FSDS) every three years, and for all government 
departments and agencies to do likewise.  The 2016-2019 Strategy sets out 13 aspirational, long-term 
priority areas and many goals and targets to guide the work of government departments and agencies, 
and identifies actions to achieve them.  Policies related to sustainable consumption and production since 
2008, across the federal government, fall under the purview of the Strategy.  Each department and agency 
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reports on progress to Environment and Climate Change Canada, which monitors government-wide 
progress and reports to the House of Commons.  Since 2015, the Strategy’s 13 priority goals have been 
reframed as a Canadian reflection of the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals.50 

The Canadian Energy Strategy is a vision set out by the Government of Canada in collaboration with 
provincial and territorial governments.  The Strategy lays out the primary role of the energy sector as a 
driver of growth in the Canadian economy, and emphasizes the need for governments and energy 
producers to enhance the social, environmental, and economic outcomes of energy production and 
transport.51  The policy balances the expansion of energy demand, the need for energy security and 
diversity of supply, with the imperative of taking action to combat climate change.  The Strategy 
demonstrates the multi-level approach to policy which is indicative of the North American region, with 
national, provincial, and territorial governments collaboratively developing the policy through 
consultations and negotiations.   

The Chemical Management Plan, launched in May 2016, set out a plan to “reduce the risks posed by 
chemicals to Canadians and their environment.” 52  The Plan builds on the work of previous initiatives 
which identified some 4,300 priority chemicals, of which 1,550 chemicals remain to be addressed.  The 
Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Environment and Climate Change aim to address these remaining 
chemicals by 2020. 

In the United States, the Environmental Protection Agency pursues Sustainable Materials Management, 
a life cycle-based approach for using materials effectively and efficiently, minimizing the amount of 
materials used and reducing negative environmental impacts. Sustainable Materials Management 
encourages life cycle-based decision-making and collaborative and integrative approaches to address 
complex environmental challenges.  It encourages the least costly, most beneficial system improvement, 
but does not prescribe any one particular practice.  Through a life cycle or systems approach to managing 
materials, businesses can find opportunities that enhance and sustain their bottom line while reducing 
risk. In the meantime, governments can more strategically apply their policy instruments and resources.  
The program’s voluntary efforts include: convening, applied research, voluntary standards, information 
sharing and guidance, and technical assistance. This work involves collaboration with all levels of 
government, industry and business, academics, non-governmental organizations and the public. EPA’s 
Sustainable Materials Management: The Road Ahead report (2009) 53 , made recommendations and 
provided analysis that continue to be the foundation for EPA’s Sustainable Materials Management 
Program. The 2017-2022 Strategic Plan outlines seven focus areas for the program that include: life cycle 
thinking, sustainable management of food, the built environment, packaging, sustainable management of 
electronics, measurement, and Sustainable Materials Management international efforts. It also identifies 
key program objectives, which are, like most of the focus areas mentioned above, clearly in line with the 
objectives of the 10-Year Framework of Programmes on Sustainable Consumption and Production:54 

1. Decrease the disposal rate, through source reduction, reuse, recycling and prevention;  
2. Reduce the environmental impacts of materials across their life cycle;  
3. Increase socio-economic benefits; and  
4. Increase the capacity of state and local governments, communities and key stakeholders to adopt 

and implement SMM policies, practices and incentives.  

Overall, the Canadian and U.S. governments are developing policies related to sustainable consumption 
and production, initiatives and frameworks in response to environmental, economic, and social challenges. 
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The Canadian Federal Sustainable Development Strategy  

 

The Federal Sustainable Development Strategy is the overarching framework through which the 
Government of Canada sets whole-of-government priorities for sustainable development, establishes 
major goals and targets, and outlines actions and plans to achieve them.  This Strategy produces an 
integrated, government-wide picture of priorities, actions and results to achieve environmental 
sustainability. It establishes an effective measurement, monitoring and reporting framework, in order to 
track and report on Canadian progress in meeting stated goals and targets. The development of the 
Federal Sustainable Development Strategy draws on input provided by Canadians, through broad-based 
engagement and consultations.   

The Strategy is created every three years through a multi-stakeholder engagement process, led by the 
Minister of Environment and Climate Change. During the latest round of consultations, an emphasis on 
alignment with the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals emerged as a priority for both the 
Government of Canada and Canadians in general. 

The whole-of government mandate requires that the Strategy takes an integrated, systemic approach to 
policy-making.  The Strategy makes use of coordinated policies across the 26 departments and agencies 
bound by the Federal Sustainable Development Act, as well as 15 additional departments and agencies 
who participate in the process on a voluntary basis in order to make progress toward national goals55.  
These efforts are monitored and regular progress reports are produced by Environment and Climate 
Change Canada. The Federal Sustainable Development Strategy progress report is released at least once 
every three years. Further, the online e-strategy is updated on an ongoing basis. The first update went 
live in June 2017. 
 

While the Federal Sustainable Development Strategy does not address sustainable consumption and 
production explicitly, it does encompass a wide range of activities which bear directly on consumption 
and production patterns.  For instance, through the pursuit of clean growth, the Government of Canada 
commits to pursuing environmentally beneficial development strategies that simultaneously expand 
the middle class and increase the economic dynamism of the Canadian marketplace. The challenge 
remains in aligning Canada’s economic system with the real limits of natural ecosystems and social justice. 

 

Context and Objectives 

The Federal Sustainable Development Act56 was passed by the Canadian House of Commons in 2008 and 
requires the Government of Canada to develop a government-wide sustainable development strategy 
every three years.  The Federal Sustainable Development Act establishes the legal framework for 
developing and implementing that strategy and further requires that various government departments 
and agencies to which the Act applies develop Departmental Sustainable Development Strategies 
detailing plans and actions in support of the Federal Strategy, at least once within every three years.57 

The Strategy is informed by a process of consultation with provincial and municipal governments, 
indigenous organizations, academics, scientists and think tanks, as well as industry associations, 
companies, civil society and individuals.  The overall objective is to make Canada one of the greenest 
countries in the world, while at the same time continuing to improve the standard of living and quality 
of life for Canadians.  These outcomes include addressing climate change and air quality, maintaining 
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water quality and availability, protecting nature and Canadians, and shrinking Canada’s environmental 
footprint – beginning with government.  

The first Federal Sustainable Development Strategy (2010 – 2013) contained ten priority goals organized 
under these four thematic areas. Progress reports were released through Environment Canada (now 
Environment and Climate Change Canada).  The second Federal Sustainable Development Strategy (2013 
– 2016) was similarly structured around the four thematic areas, and set out eight goals.   

The third Federal Sustainable Development Strategy (2016 – 2019) outlines what the Government of 
Canada will do to promote clean growth, healthy ecosystems, and build safe, secure and healthy 
communities.  An important factor in this Straetgy was the intention to demonstrate the commitment of 
Canadians and the Government of Canada to the priorities of the UN Sustainable Development Goals.  It 
presents a Canadian reflection of the Goals through its expanded set of 13 long-term, aspirational goals, 
ranging from action on climate change, clean growth and modernized infrastructure, to healthy coasts, 
oceans, rivers and lakes, sustainable food, and connecting Canadians with nature.58   

 

The 2016-2019 Federal Sustainable Development Strategy’s 13 goals  

-Effective Action On Climate Change 
-Low-Carbon Government 
-Clean Growth 
-Modern And Resilient Infrastructure 
-Clean Energy 
-Healthy Coasts And Oceans 
-Pristine Lakes And Rivers 
-Sustainably Managed Lands And Forests 
-Healthy Wildlife Populations 
-Clean Drinking Water 
-Sustainable Food 
-Connecting Canadians With Nature 
-Safe And Healthy Communities 
 
In response to feedback from consultations, the indicators monitored and reported on through the 
Federal Sustainable Development Strategy review process are now expanded to improve government’s 
ability to measure “progress on climate action, clean growth, clean energy, coasts and oceans, lands and 
forests, lakes and rivers, and clean drinking water”.59 

 

Partnerships and instruments 

Many of the policies and initiatives which fall under the purview of the Federal Sustainable Development 
Strategy are characterised by partnerships between the federal government, provincial, municipal and 
First Nations governments.  Such partnerships establish their own frameworks of multi-stakeholder action, 
which are then co-ordinated and monitored through the Strategy process. 

A wide range of policy instruments are leveraged to further the goals established in the Strategy.  These 
include extensive use of voluntary and partnership agreements, economic instruments such as excise 
taxes and levies, informational efforts such as labelling programs and toolkits, as well as regulatory and 
legal reforms. 
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The Strategy is funded through regular budgetary allotments to Environment and Climate Change 
Canada; however, many of the policies which fall under its umbrella are funded through means outside 
of the Strategy itself.  

 

Impacts, Challenges and Key Success Factors 

The Federal Sustainable Development Strategy is having considerable impact on the way in which the 
Government of Canada thinks about, plans, and acts on sustainable development objectives. By creating 
opportunities for different departments and agencies to take co-ordinated action on shared goals, the 
Strategy increases the efficiency and effectiveness of policy interventions.   

The Straetgy expanded Canada’s tradition of integrated policy-making to include sustainable development 
policy. The federal government has historically adopted whole-of-government approaches to policy 
formation and implementation in a number of important areas, including: military missions, foreign affairs, 
environment, and domestic policies such as the Northern Strategy.  By taking a whole-of-government 
approach, the Strategy provides the Government of Canada and its partners with a unique perspective 
often lacking in more narrowly defined policies.  

The Federal Sustainable Development Strategy has remaining challenges. As is clear from the 
recommendations emerging from ongoing consultation processes, there is room for improvement in 
many areas.  The Government of Canada has been responsive to criticism of the established targets and 
indicators it uses to track progress.  As such, the most recent Strategy (2016 – 2019) has included several 
new targets. For example, the Government of Canada has included the first ever goal on sustainable 
food, and altered its draft target addressing on-reserve First Nation drinking water and wastewater 
systems to include long-term drinking water advisories in First Nations communities. It also expanded 
the indicators it tracks, harmonizing them with the Canadian Environmental Sustainability Indicators.60  
Sample indicators monitored include greenhouse gas and air pollutant emissions, water quality across 
rivers, lakes, and coastal regions, solid waste disposal and diversion, and use of chemical pesticides and 
fertilizers.  While this change in indicators will cause some difficulties in tracking data consistently over 
the first three Strategy periods, the Canadian Environmental Sustainability Indicators simplifies data 
collection and reporting to measure progress. Some indicators continue to pose challenges in tracking 
data consistently and coherently due to cross-jurisdictional issues. 

 

Resources 

- Federal Sustainable Development Strategy (2016 – 2019) 
- Federal Sustainable Development Strategy (2013 – 2016) 
- Federal Sustainable Development Strategy (2010 – 2013) 
- Federal Sustainable Development Act (2008) 
- Canadian Environmental Sustainability Indicators 

 

 

  

http://www.fsds-sfdd.ca/index.html#/en/intro/
https://www.ec.gc.ca/dd-sd/default.asp?lang=En&n=A22718BA-1
https://www.ec.gc.ca/dd-sd/default.asp?lang=En&n=F93CD795-1
http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/PDF/F-8.6.pdf
http://www.ec.gc.ca/indicateurs-indicators/default.asp?lang=En
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Cross-Cutting Policies (business sector, public procurement, consumer information)   

Incentivizing the business sector 

The Government of Canada, through Innovation, Science and Economic Development Canada (ISED — formerly 
Industry Canada), operates an initiative to promote corporate social responsibility (CSR) in Canadian businesses.  
This includes a CSR Implementation Guide for Canadian Business (2015), a Toolkit,61 listings of international CSR 
standards,62 and a roadmap to assist small and medium enterprises in achieving sustainability.63  Industry is also 
guided by the Canada-Wide Action Plan for Extended Producer Responsibility, approved by the Council of 
Ministers of the Environment in 2009, to extend industrial producers’ responsibility of a product to the post-
consumer stage of its life cycle. Another example is the Canada-wide Strategy for Sustainable Packaging, which 
focuses on industry solutions to wasteful packaging.  

In the U.S., corporate social responsibility efforts are promoted by both the public and private sectors.  The United 
States Environmental Protection Agency supported the Sustainable Business Clearinghouse that provides users with 
examples of resource efficiencies, waste elimination and restoration efforts across public, private, and civil society 
sectors.64 Similarly, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation Corporate Citizenship Center enables businesses 
to advance positive social, economic and environmental impacts through communications, research and 
convening support.65 For example, they host an annual sustainability forum and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
Foundation partnered with IBM to analyze the impact of CSR on corporate reputation.66 

Canada has also made clean innovation a central part of its sustainable development strategy.  Science and 
Economic Development Canada (ISED — formerly Industry Canada) oversees many producing sectors and through 
the Federal Sustainable Development Strategy has committed to continue to support CSR and sustainable 
manufacturing processes. In 2011, Canada brought into force a policy supporting the Expedited Examination of 
Patent Applications Relating to Green Technology. 67  Through this policy, patents designed to mitigate 
environmental damage are given priority treatment by the Canadian Intellectual Property Office. By expediting the 
process of examining such patents, inventors can bring their inventions to market more quickly, increasing the pace 
of change within the green technology sector.  

In 2015, both the United States and Canada joined 20 other countries and the EU in launching Mission Innovation, 
an international effort to accelerate the clean energy revolution.68;69 This global initiative emphasizes government 
commitments to promoting sustainable economic growth, with green energy technology playing a crucial role. 
Participants of Mission Innovation have committed to increase investment levels in clean energy research and 
development; encourage private sector investment in early-stage innovation in clean energy companies; and to 
increase domestic and international collaboration on clean energy technology. A corresponding private sector 
initiative called the Breakthrough Energy Coalition has been launched as well, to add the skills and resources of 
leading investors with experience in driving innovation from the lab to the marketplace and has significant 
participation from North American companies.70  

 

Driving market change through sustainable public procurement  

Making public procurement more sustainable is a focus across the North American region, with both Canada and 
the United States enacting government wide policies.   

In the United States, a number of federal acts, policies and Executive Orders set sustainability goals and mandate 
necessary improvements to agencies’ environmental, energy, and economic performance. Through these policies, 
the United States government established an integrated strategy towards sustainability for its departments and 
agencies, including the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions (GPO 2009).71  Procurement-related policies cover a 
wide range of activities, including reducing waste flows and improving energy and water performance of products 
and services. To achieve these goals, the policies emphasize the importance of leveraging Federal purchasing power 
to spur companies to research and develop clean energy technologies and “support innovation and 
entrepreneurship in developing more environmentally responsible products and clean energy technologies” (DOI 
2016).72 United States Federal agencies are required to develop, implement, report on, and update yearly Strategic 
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Sustainability Performance Plans detailing their planned actions to achieve the economic, energy, and 
environmental goals mandated by these federal policies. 

In 2012, the U.S. General Services Administration, launched new guidelines prohibiting all federal agencies from 
disposing of electronics in landfills or incinerators, which also had strong implications for procurement practices.  
The policy seeks to ensure that all electronics disposed of by the United States government are managed effectively 
and responsibly. Included in the policy are directives aimed at achieving the maximum level of electronics reuse 
possible.  Asset managers are required to offer electronics reaching the end of their utility “to be reused at other 
agencies, schools, state and local governments, or offer them for sale.” 73 Non-functioning electronics are directed 
to be channeled to certified e-waste recyclers.  Those who receive used government electronics are encouraged to 
follow the same recommendations of reuse and disposal through certified recyclers.   

The Government of Canada’s Policy on Green Procurement was introduced in 2006, and integrates environmental 
performance into public procurement processes, from planning and acquisition through to disposal.  These 
considerations are set within the context of achieving value for money, and include many factors such as 
performance, quality, and availability.   

The Green Procurement Policy targets specific environmental outcomes (improved energy and water efficiency, 
reduced waste and supporting reuse and recycling) and leverages the purchasing power of the federal government, 
one of Canada’s largest purchasers, to achieve significant impact.  

 

  
In November 2016, the Government of Canada announced that as part of 
its commitment to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions by 40% by 2030, it 
would create a Centre for Greening Government within a central agency of 
the federal government (Treasury Board Secretariat) to track emissions 
centrally and coordinate efforts across government.   

Along with the “strategic investments in infrastructure and vehicle fleets, 
green procurement, and support for clean technology”1 announced in 
Budget 2016, it immediately aligned measurement practices for 
greenhouse gas emissions with international standards. 
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A systemic approach to sustainable public procurement  

in the USA 

 

The single largest consumer in the United States is the Federal Government, with annual purchasing 
actions valued at over $450 billion on goods, services and works. The opportunity this presents is 
significant. Government purchasers can direct demand and drive the production of green products and 
market innovation around sustainability.  

Sustainable procurement initiatives aim to improve efficiency, implement less resource intensive ways to 
meet state agency missions, and support social sustainability. They create markets, reduce costs and risks 
to business, and catalyze innovation and skills development. The U.S. Government adopts a systemic, life 
cycle approach to advancing these objectives by integrating design processes and whole building 
systems thinking.74 The U.S. Government also takes a broad approach to sustainable public procurement 
through its productive collaboration with the private sector on standards, eco-labels, and its inter-agency 
committees.  

Environmental requirements focus on such areas as energy and water efficiency, low emissions of toxic 
or hazardous substances, use of recovered materials, bio-based products and services, and renewable 
energy, often detailed in labels such as Safer Choice and WaterSense. The U.S. is also leading the way in 
including requirements focused on social sustainability, such as human and labour rights, in addition to 
environmental requirements. The U.S. considers a range of social sustainability and human rights related 
risks including workers’ rights and safe working conditions and human trafficking prevention. Social 
requirements direct acquisition in support of small businesses and enterprises run by women, minorities 
and veterans, and the handicapped75 and training includes a social sustainability module.  

Sustainable procurement requirements are detailed across product categories from wood and forest 
products to food and to green buildings. Training and online resources, including the Green Procurement 
Compilation Tool on the Sustainable Facilities Tool (SFTool.gov), make these processes accessible, 
integrated and streamlined for the acquisition workforce.  

 

Institutional mechanisms and instruments  
Sustainable procurement initiatives are required and guided by legislation including the Resource 
Conservation and Recovery Act (1976, as amended), Pollution Prevention Act (1990), Energy Policy Acts 
(1992; 2005), Energy Independence and Security Act (2007), Farm Security and Rural investment Act (2002, 
as amended), Executive Orders and the National Technology Transfer and Advancement Act (1995).  

Sustainable procurement laws and Executive Orders are institutionalized in the Federal Acquisition 
Regulation, Agency supplements, and Strategic Sustainability Performance Plans, which each Federal 
Agency is required to develop and adopt.  Policy instruments for advancing sustainable procurement 
range from partnerships and voluntary agreements to analysis and assessment to capacity building and 
education. Certain federal regulations also support sustainable procurement including the Federal 
Acquisition Regulation, Energy Efficiency Standard for Federal Buildings, and Federal Energy Management 
and Planning.  

There are three lead agencies for aspects of the federal program: the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA), Department of Energy (DOE), and Department of Agriculture (USDA).   
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- U.S. EPA supports this implementation through developing sustainable procurement tools and 
processes, guided by inter-agency collaboration and public consultation. EPA programs include 
designation of recycled content products, the ENERGY STAR and WaterSense programs for energy-
efficient and water-efficient products, Safer Choice for products containing no or low toxic or 
hazardous substances, and the Environmentally Preferable Purchasing Program which provides 
recommendations of non-federal standards and ecolabels.   

- DOE provides standards, testing protocols, and guidance for purchasing energy-efficient products, 
including fleet vehicles.  

- USDA designates and provides guidance for purchasing bio-based products.  
 
The U.S. General Services Administration (GSA) provides centralized procurement for the federal 
government across its real estate, purchasing and technology services and provides additional sustainable 
procurement tool. Operating costs for these initiatives are dwarfed by the value of GSA’s sustainability 
services, including reduced energy and water use in federal buildings.  Although not mandatory for 
government sourcing, GSA offers a wide variety of sustainable products and services, as does the Defense 
Logistics Agency. The acquisition workforce can use the Green Procurement Compilation to determine 
which ecolabels and environmental requirements must be specified for the product and service they are 
purchasing. It provides a one-stop source of this information, although more extensive information is 
found on the applicable EPA, DOE, and USDA web sites.  These sites also identify allowable exceptions, 
and highlight tools, best practices and case examples. The Green Procurement Compilation does not list 
price information but guides staff including through providing sample solicitation and contract language. 
The GSA-managed Acquisition Gateway is a workspace designed to connect federal buyers and 
acquisition professionals with a host of tools and resources, including peer support, in order to improve 
overall government performance in acquisition. 76   EPA is leading a multi-agency effort to identify, 
through a “Green Check” tag, the contracts posted on the Gateway that are best-in-class from a 
sustainability perspective.  The Green Check tag was applied to Information Technology hardware 
contracts and identifies products and services that have been verified to meet energy standards and 
achieve climate targets. Training on green procurement is offered through the Federal Acquisition 
Institute and Defense Acquisition University.  

A unique aspect of the U.S. Government approach to sustainable procurement is its reliance on private 
sector standards and ecolabels.  The U.S. government manages robust federal eco-labels such as Energy 
Star, WaterSense, Safer Choice, Smartway, and BioPreferred (see Consumer Information case study in 
this report), and is also directed, when practical, to utilize private sector standards in procurement 
through the National Technology Transfer and Advancement Act of 1995 (Section 12.d). EPA led a five-
year multi-stakeholder approach to develop Guidelines for the assessment of private sector 
environmental performance standards and ecolabels  in order to determine which were appropriate to 
use in combination with the Federal standards and ecolabels. EPA’s Recommendations of Standards and 
Ecolabels enables the U.S. Government to benefit from market-place innovation in the global 
development of eco-labels and standards and utilize a broader range of sustainable goods and services.  

Regionally, the United States and Canada have reciprocal purchasing agreements such as the U.S.-Canada 
Agreement on Government Procurement (2010).77 They have collaborated on green purchasing through 
the Commission on Environmental Cooperation, an intergovernmental organization established by the 
North American Agreement on Environmental Cooperation (NAAEC). Regional collaboration is also 
supported through the efforts of non-profit-led networks including the Sustainable Purchasing 
Leadership Council and the Responsible Purchasing Network.78 
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Internationally, the United States EPA is a member of the multi-stakeholder advisory committee of the 
Sustainable Public Procurement Programme launched in 2014 under the 10-Year Framework of 
Programmes on Sustainable Consumption and Production. 79  In this and other international fora, 
government staff benefit from information sharing, inspiration from other countries, technical support, 
and profiling U.S. Government initiatives. International procurement agreements can also influence the 
procurement specifications and the United States negotiates these agreements such that they are 
compatible with domestic policies and procedures.  

 

Impacts, Challenges and Key Success Factors 
Sustainable procurement activities are monitored both at the level of the procurement contract and 
through federal agency reviews. The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) assesses energy and 
environmental performance of Federal Departments through a scorecard system. Federal agencies are 
also required to produce annual Strategic Sustainability Performance Plans and Program Management 
Reviews that provide details on how activities including procurement align with government sustainability 
goals. At the contract level, acquisition managers assess and document the requirements of the product 
/ service and contractor. In some cases, contractors are also required to submit a sustainability report and 
manufacturer product documentation to demonstrate compliance with sustainability goals. Additionally, 
contract vehicles such as strategic sourcing blanket purchase agreements require contractors to report 
sales of sustainable products. 

Key challenges remain including ensuring that the acquisition workforce specifies green products, that 
accurate sustainability data is collected for reporting systems, and that sustainability assessment 
standards addressing key hotpsots in federal spending are developed and utilized (i.e. for the extractive 
industries, and professional and other services). A significant data gap remains in the documentation of 
benefits other than cost savings from the use of energy efficient products. There are also opportunities 
to build on successful approaches. For example, the clearly communicated metrics provided by the 
Electronics Environmental Benefits Calculator can be expanded to other product categories. Further 
developing multi-attribute standards and labels that combine environmental and social requirements 
has promise in reducing complexity for manufacturers and purchasers.  

The greatest success factor is the alignment of procurement processes to the workflow of purchasers, 
its institutionalization into daily tasks and into the sustainability performance plans of Federal agencies. 

 
Resources 

 EPA Recommendations of Specifications, Standards, and Ecolabels  

 Electronics Environmental Benefits Calculator  

 Green Procurement Compilation – SF (Sustainable Facilities) Tool  

 Buy Green Portal 

 US General Services Administration – Sustainability  

 FedCenter – Acquisition Program Area 

 
  

https://www.epa.gov/greenerproducts/recommendations-specifications-standards-and-ecolabels-federal-purchasing
https://www.epa.gov/fec/publications-and-resources
https://sftool.gov/greenprocurement
https://www.fedcenter.gov/programs/buygreen/
https://www.gsa.gov/sustainability/
https://www.fedcenter.gov/programs/buygreen/
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Consumer information  

Eco-labelling and product standards have been strongly supported by the governments of Canada and the United 
States.  Such labelling programs place information in the hands of consumers, and empower informed decision-
making.  Additionally, established standards simplify production and reporting for producers.  In the United States, 
the WaterSense80 and Safer Choice81 labels provide consumers with certified information on products rated for 
high water efficiency and possessing safer chemical ingredients, respectively.   

Across the North American region, the ENERGY STAR82 program (USA) and the ENERGY STAR Initiative83 in Canada 
(CAN) are well-known eco-labels.  They provide consumers with certified information on the embodied energy in 
consumer goods, as well as information on expected energy consumption. Such information allows consumers to 
save energy, lower utility bills, and reduce their impact on the environment. In the U.S., the program has expanded 
the range of products certified to include buildings and homes. In Canada, the EnerGuide84 mark works in concert 
with ENERGY STAR and with Canada’s Energy Efficiency Regulations85 to promote improved energy efficiency in the 
Canadian marketplace.  EnerGuide provides consumers with energy information on key consumer items ranging 
from houses and vehicles to appliances and heating and cooling equipment.86 

Both Canada and the United States have undertaken policies designed to facilitate the work of life cycle assessment 
practitioners as well as to ensure that science-based information makes its way to consumers.  Some of the most 
significant work in this area has been done by the U.S. National Renewable Energy Laboratory and its partners in 
their creation of the Life Cycle Inventory Database.87  The Database provides material and energy flow accounting, 
‘from cradle to grave’, for the production of individual materials, components, or assemblies in the United States.  
This information is provided to assist producers in decision-making and to support the competitiveness of United 
States industries. 

In Canada, the Federal Government partnered with the Government of Québec, and the “International Reference 
Center on the Life Cycle of Products, Processes and Services” (Centre international de référence sur le cycle de vie 
des produits, procédés et services - CIRAIG) 88 to produce an open source input-output life cycle assessment model 
and tool called Open IO-Canada.89  The model, based on the Canadian economic input-output tables for 2009, 
provides insight into potential life cycle impacts arising from the production, consumption, and disposal of products 
in the Canadian economy.  This tool is distinct from inventory databases, such as the U.S. example above, in that it 
tracks generic rather than specific commodities and industry outputs. 
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Engaging US consumers through science-based information 

 
The United States government led the creation of various 
labelling programs that enable consumers to make more 
informed product choices. This case study profiles three 
programs 90  which have collectively contributed to 
increases in the purchase and use of products with 
reduced environmental and health impacts, namely: 
ENERGY STAR, Safer Choice and WaterSense.  
 
ENERGY STAR prevented 2.7 billion metric tons of GHG 
emissions between 1995 and 2015. 91  These programs 
have helped to influence purchasing decisions and it could 
also be argued that they have incentivized industry to 
produce and sell products with reduced impacts. Over 
time these programs have evolved, responding to shifting 
environmental and health priorities, and they have 
continued to broaden their scope. For example, ENERGY 
STAR now certifies whole buildings; Safer Choice was 
rebranded to make it more compelling to consumers; and 
WaterSense expanded from a residential focus to include 
industry-focused resources.  
These labelling programs are an important aspect of the government’s consumer information activities, 
and they are supported by other initiatives such as the U.S. Federal Trade Commission’s Green Guides.  
 
ENERGY STAR 
Established by the U.S. EPA in 1992, the ENERGY STAR program is aimed at reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions through the promotion of energy efficient products. Through this program, EPA certifies 
products and buildings and communicates information to organizations and consumers to help them 
choose energy-efficient solutions and best management practices. The range of products certified has 
continued to grow over the lifespan of the program, effectively expanding its reach and potential impact. 
The ENERGY STAR label now appears on major appliances, office equipment, lighting, home electronics, 
as well as new homes and commercial and industrial buildings and plants. The U.S. Department of 
Energy is also involved in the ENERGY STAR program. 
 
Safer Choice  
The EPA Safer Choice program certifies and labels home or business cleaning products that have been 
identified as safe based on EPA evaluation criteria. The goal of the program is to help “consumers, 
businesses, and purchasers find products that perform well and are safer for human health and the 
environment.”92 All products can be searched in a public online database. 
 
The Safer Choice Label was launched in 2015, replacing the 15-year old Design for the Environment (DfE) 
product label. This shift in branding was implemented to make the label title more compelling to 
consumers, thereby increasing its marketability. The Design for the Environment program originated in 
the early 1990’s, designed as a voluntary non-regulatory program aimed at helping companies to consider 
the spectrum of human health, environmental, economic impacts of their products and processes. In the 

GREEN GUIDES 
The U.S. Federal Trade Commission (FTC) 
created the Green Guides to help 
marketers ensure that the claims they 
are making are true and substantiated. 
The guides summarize principles for 
environmental marketing claims; 
probable interpretation by consumers; 
and how marketers can qualify their 
claims to avoid deceiving consumers. The 
guides were first issued in 1992 and were 
revised in 1996, 1998, and 2012. The most 
recent changes include new guidance on 
the use of product certifications and seals 
of approval, claims about materials and 
energy sources that are “renewable,” and 
“carbon offset” claims.  
 

https://www.energystar.gov/
https://www.epa.gov/saferchoice
https://www.epa.gov/saferchoice/products
https://www.ftc.gov/enforcement/rules/rulemaking-regulatory-reform-proceedings/green-guides
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late 1990’s public concern over the safety of chemicals in household products was growing, and the 
program expanded to include the identification of safer alternatives to ingredients of concern, and to 
recognizing companies that were making ‘best-in-class’ products.  
 
The Safer Choice program has launched additional optional labels for products that have been 
designated for businesses, office buildings, sports venues, and schools, as well as labels for fragrance-
free products.  
 
WaterSense  
The U.S. EPA’s WaterSense program was launched in 2006, following a comprehensive stakeholder 
engagement process, in which key stakeholders contributed to the design of the program.93 The core 
objective of the WaterSense program is to protect future water supply for the United States. The program 
contributes to this objective by informing consumer choices so that they can reduce water consumption. 
Products, new homes and services bearing the WaterSense label must be 20 percent more efficient than 
the industry average without sacrificing performance. The first products to be labelled were high 
efficiency toilets and in subsequent years additional products were added. In 2008, the program launched 
specifications for new single family homes.  
 
 
Institutional Mechanism and Resources 
These programs are non–regulatory, voluntary labelling tools that are implemented through a 
partnership approach. They are led by the U.S. EPA, but involve other federal agencies, such as the 
Department of Energy, in the case of ENERGY STAR, as well as external partners. External partners range 
from product / brand owners, manufacturers, retailers, governments, non-profits, and associations. 
WaterSense and ENERGY STAR partners also include builders and utilities. These partnerships are drawn 
upon to deliver, implement and promote the programs and to help inform program design. The ENERGY 
STAR program currently engages partnerships with 18,000 private and public sector organizations and 
WaterSense involves more than 1,738 partners.94  
 
In each of these labelling programs, testing and certification of products is carried out by an EPA approved 
third party certification and / or testing agency. Products bearing the label must meet EPA prescribed 
criteria, and a partnership agreement is entered between EPA and the manufacturer, which includes 
ongoing auditing and listing of the product on the database.  
 
Instruments 
In addition to labelling, each of the programs includes supporting tools and initiatives. A few examples are 
profiled below. 
 
ENERGY STAR 
The ENERGY STAR program provides a range of guidelines and supporting tools.  Two examples of 
particular note are: 
- The ENERGY STAR Energy Management Guidelines, which have become an industry best practice 

standard.95  
- The ENERGY STAR Portfolio Manager, which provides users the ability to track and assess energy and 

water consumption performance for their portfolio of buildings, and the capacity to achieve ENERGY 
STAR certification. This Tool is making important contributions to the growing practice of building 
performance benchmarking across the continent. A growing number of jurisdictions are adopting 
mandatory benchmarking laws, and the Portfolio Manager is used by many cities, such as New York, 

https://www.epa.gov/saferchoice/standard#tab-3
https://www3.epa.gov/watersense/about_us/watersense_label.html
https://www3.epa.gov/watersense/product_search.html
https://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?fuseaction=estar_partner_list.showPartnerSearch
https://www3.epa.gov/watersense/meet_our_partners.html
https://www.energystar.gov/buildings/about-us/how-can-we-help-you/build-energy-program/guidelines
https://www.energystar.gov/buildings/facility-owners-and-managers/existing-buildings/use-portfolio-manager
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Seattle, and Boston. 96  The Portfolio Manager is also used as the platform for the Canadian 
Government’s national energy benchmarking program for existing commercial and institutional 
buildings.97 The Portfolio Manager continues to evolve. A waste and materials tracking feature was 
added in August 2016.  

  
Safer Choice 
The Design for the Environment / Safer Choice program, in partnership with industry members, NGOs, 
academia, and other interested parties develops additional programs and tools to help its stakeholders 
evaluate human health and environmental attributes of chemicals in products. Examples include: lifecycle 
assessments of products, workplace best practices, additional recognition for safer surfactants through 
the Safer Detergents Stewardship Initiative (SDSI), and the annual Safer Choice Partner and Stakeholder 
Summit.  
 
WaterSense  
The WaterSense program produces tools and guidelines and leads communication and engagement 
campaigns, for example: 
- The WaterSense calculator which calculates potential savings for replacing specified water consuming 

household fixtures. 
- The Interactive Water Budget Tool, which help builders, landscape professionals, and irrigation 

professionals meet the WaterSense New Home Specification criteria. 
- The WaterSense Awards, an online Rebate Finder tool, and WaterSense for Kids. 
 
 
Impacts and Key Success Factors 
- Americans purchased 5.5 million ENERGY STAR certified products between 1995 and 2015.98 
 
- As a result of ENERGY STAR, individuals and businesses have prevented 2.7 billion metric tons of 

GHG emissions and have realized estimated savings of more than $430 billion on utility bills 
between 1992 and 2015, and a 5% reduction in national electric load.99 

 
- American’s recognition rate of the ENERGY STAR label is estimated to be 85 percent. Three-quarters 

of  households that knowingly purchased an ENERGY STAR certified product credited the label as an 
important factor in their decision.100 

 
- There are now 70 ENERGY STAR product categories, and more than 1.6 million homes and 25,000 

buildings that have earned an ENERGY STAR certificate in the U.S..101  
 
- More than 450,000 properties have been benchmarked using ENERGY STAR Portfolio Manager by 

the end of 2015, representing approximately 45% of the nation’s commercial building floor space. A 
study of buildings using the ENERGY STAR Portfolio Manager between 2008 to 2011 found an average 
of 7% energy savings and 6% GHG emissions reductions over this period.102 

 
- There are currently over 2,500 Safer Choice products.103 In a survey104 of more than 2,000 adult U.S. 

residents in February 2016, 40% of consumers reported familiarity with the program and 35% of 
consumers say they have seen the Safer Choice label on store shelves. This survey also found that 
76% of consumers responded that they would use the Safer Choice label to inform purchasing 
decisions. For parents and millennials this percentage increases to 83 percent and 86 percent 
respectively.  

https://www.epa.gov/saferchoice/design-environment-programs-initiatives-and-projects
https://www3.epa.gov/watersense/our_water/start_saving.html#tabs-3
https://www3.epa.gov/watersense/water_budget/application.html
https://www3.epa.gov/watersense/partners/winners_2016.html
file:///C:/Users/cora&ryan/Documents/cora/work/projects%20-%20current/One%20Earth%20SCP%20project/deliverables/4.%20Consumer%20Info%20case%20study/Rebate%20Finder
https://www3.epa.gov/watersense/kids/index.html
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- As of 2015, WaterSense  helped consumers avoid the use of 1.5 trillion gallons of water and save 
more than $32.6 billion on their water and energy bills, cummulativel. These savings also represent 
reductions of 212 billion kilowatt-hours of electricity and 78 million metric tons of carbon dioxide.105  

 
These initiatives collectively demonstrate how the U.S. government has effectively adopted voluntary 
consumer information tools, built through a partnership approach, to contribute to the increasing 
availability of products with lessened environmental and health impacts. These programs have made it 
easier for consumers to find products that are safer and more efficient, and they have also driven product 
improvements. Achievements demonstrate that a market based, voluntary program, which is designed to 
effectively engage key stakeholders as partners can be an effective model for shifting production and 
consumption practices to achieve sustainability objectives. 
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Sectoral Policies 

Energy and Transportation 
Energy is a clear focus of North American policies contributing to the shift towards sustainable 
consumption and production. For example, the Canadian Energy Strategy is a vision set out by the 
Government of Canada in collaboration with provincial and territorial governments.  The Strategy lays out 
the primary role of the energy sector as a driver of growth in the Canadian economy, and emphasizes the 
need for governments and energy producers to enhance the social, environmental, and economic 
outcomes of energy production and transport.106  The policy balances the expansion of energy demand, 
the need for energy security and diversity of supply, with the imperative of taking action to combat climate 
change.  The Strategy demonstrates the multi-level approach to policy which is so indicative of the North 
American region, with national, provincial, and territorial governments collaboratively developing the 
policy through consultations and negotiations.   

In the U.S., in 2016, the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) and DOT announced the National Program for 
Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Fuel Economy Standards, 
jointly developed by the EPA and the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), targeting passenger 
cars and trucks for fuel economy improvements.  The 
Program has two phases, establishing targets for cars and 
trucks from model years 2012 – 2016 (first phase) and 
model years 2017 – 2025 (second phase).  These fuel 
efficiency standards are estimated  to result in significant 
reductions in GHG emissions and increases in miles 
travelled per gallon of gasoline (EPA 2016b).107   

The Canadian policy approach to sustainable consumption and production in the automotive sector is 
also a clear example of integrated policy-making that addresses a sector as a whole system: 

- The Automotive Innovation Fund (AIF), introduced in 2008, provides funding “to support automotive 
firms’ strategic, large-scale research and development projects to build innovative, greener, more 
fuel-efficient vehicles.”108  The Fund, administered by Innovation, Science and Economic Development 
Canada, supports Canada’s agenda in increasing Canadian capabilities in fuel-efficient automotive 
technologies, as well as addressing broader government commitments to lower greenhouse gas 
emissions.   

- The Automotive Supplier Innovation Program (ASIP), created in 2015, aims to enhance the 
competitiveness of automotive suppliers by fostering new innovative products and processes.  Similar 
to the Automotive Innovation Fund, this program supports research and development projects, as 
well as assistance in carrying innovations through the demonstration stage to become commercially 
viable. The program complements the Automotive Innovation Fund by helping to create “a favourable 
environment for automotive research and development, while providing firms with new opportunities 
to enter global supply chains.” 109   

- Finally, the Government of Canada introduced a Green Levy on Fuel-Inefficient Vehicles in 2007. The 
Levy discourages the purchase of vehicles utilizing certain fuel-inefficient technologies by requiring 
manufacturers and importers to pay a levy ranging between $1,000 - $4,000. This Levy applies to 
passenger vehicles per weight and fuel efficiency rating.110  The Levy thereby places further incentives 
on manufacturers to develop and make use of fuel-efficient technologies. 111  In addition, some 

Policies related to sustainable 
consumption and production in the 
energy and transportation sector in 
North America have been particularly 
fruitful, with efforts targeting 
producers, consumers, and innovators 
simultaneously. This integrated 
approach has resulted in investments in 
public transit and improvements in fuel 
efficiency across the sector. 
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Canadian provinces (Ontario, Quebec, and British Columbia), have incentives for the purchase of 
electric vehicles.   

 

Food and Agriculture 
Many policies and initiatives in the North American region related to sustainable consumption and 
production focus on the food and agricultural sector.  In the United States, such initiatives include the 
Food Recovery Challenge (FRC),112 the U.S. Food Waste Challenge,113 and the U.S. Food Loss and Waste 
2030 Champions. 114  These federal government-led initiatives invite businesses, institutions, and 
organizations to commit to improving their sustainable food management practices and, for Food 
Recovery Challenge participants, to report on the results of their efforts.115 This provides incentives for 
stakeholders throughout the food chain – from farms and agricultural processors, to manufacturers and 
retailers, to public institutions such as schools and local governments – to improve food waste 
management and reduce overall food loss in the United States.116 

In Canada, the Aquaculture Activities Regulations (AAR),117 introduced in 2015 under the Fisheries Act, 
lays out the “conditions under which aquaculture operators may install, operate, maintain or remove an 
aquaculture facility, or undertake measures to treat their fish for disease and parasites, as well as deposit 
organic matter”.118  The Aquaculture Activities Regulations impose a regime of environmental monitoring 
and sampling requirements on the industry, and requires owners and operators of aquaculture facilities 
to report on a range of activities including pest control usage, morbidity events, and applications for 
increased facilities. 

 

Buildings and Construction 
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s construction and demolition materials management effort 
exemplifies the shift in focus from waste management towards sustainable materials management.  
Construction and demolition materials are those materials produced during the construction, renovations 
and demolition of buildings, roads, and bridges, and they constitute a significant waste stream in the U.S. 
In its approach to sustainable management of building construction and demolition materials, U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency gives source reduction the highest priority and encourages the 
adoption of source reduction strategies in upstream, design stages of construction projects.  These 
source reduction strategies include optimizing building sizes and designing buildings for adaptability and 
disassembly. This approach to sustainable materials management also identifies construction and 
demolition materials as commodities that can be used in new construction projects, thus avoiding the 
need to mine and process virgin materials. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency engages with 
different entities, including construction industry trade associations, green building stakeholders, and 
State solid waste officials to share information and advance sustainable materials management in the 
built environment.   

In Canada, Natural Resources Canada provides the building and construction industry with guidance on 
green standards and certification, and finance and incentive programs.119 The Canadian Government is 
committed to green building standards in its own operations including reducing greenhouse gases by 40% 
below 2005 levels by 2030, and registering with certifications such as with the Canada Green Building 
Council.120 Budget 2016 provided $40 million over five years starting in 2016-17 to integrate climate 
resilience into building design guides and codes for residential, institutional, commercial and industrial 
facilities.121 Budget 2016 also provided $11.6M over five years for the development of infrastructure 
standards that integrate climate change resilience and adaptation principles, particularly in the North. 
This work is led by the Standards Council of Canada, as part of the portfolio of Science and Economic 
Development Canada (ISED — formerly Industry Canada). 
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Monitoring and Indicators 
The Canadian and U.S. national governments measure progress on policies and initiatives which bear 
directly on sustainable consumption and production outcomes, though sustainable consumption and 
production itself is not measured. For example, in the Canadian context, the Federal Sustainable 
Development Strategy sets out a series of indicators which are regularly assessed by federal 
departments and agencies.  These indicators range from air and water quality, to risks to soil and water 
quality from agricultural practices, to the sustainability of timber harvests, the status of coastal, lake and 
river ecosystems, and greenhouse gas emissions. 122   The Strategy also measures socio-economic 
indicators that pertain to sustainable consumption and production, including solid waste disposal and 
diversion, First Nations water and wastewater system risk, and the presence of pollutants and toxins in 
air, water, and human habitats.123  These indicators are similar to those monitored in the United States. 

Individual policies and initiatives monitor specific sets of indicators. For example, public procurement 
activities monitor energy embedded in products purchased by government, and measure waste streams 
as well as water and energy used by public facilities and electronics. In the United States, these 
measurements are reported to the Office of Management and Budget, which assesses the energy and 
environmental performance of federal departments. Similarly, the production of U.S. Federal Government 
Department and Agency Strategic Sustainability Performance Plans, as well as Program Management 
Reviews measure how activities, including procurement, align with government sustainability goals. 
Procurement contracts are also monitored by acquisition managers, and contractors are required to 
submit sustainability reports and manufacturer product documentation. 

Centralized monitoring of overall government performance is handled differently in the United States 
and Canada. In Canada, since the Federal Sustainable Development Act, Environment and Climate Change 
Canada is tasked with reviewing the monitoring reports of all federal departments and agencies. 
Environment and Climate Change Canada reports to the House of Commons on overall government 
progress toward the priority goals and targets within the present Federal Sustainable Development 
Strategy.   

In the United States, monitoring is similarly built into each department and agency’s activity reports; 
however, there is no centralized reviewing body which aggregates all government-related indicators. As 
sustainable consumption and production related activities in the U.S. are carried out by a range of public 
and private actors, and by sector, monitoring of activities largely occurs at the level of these individual 
initiatives. The U.S. government does collect information on Gross Domestic Product and resources used, 
and depending on metrics of interest, can assess indicators such as resources used as a function of GDP 
or per capita. There is a government effort to bring together data related to the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs)124 and the U.S. government is also engaged with the OECD Working Party for Environmental 
Performance which collects statistical data on environmental performance.125  
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Country Success Story 

CANADA 

Status of sustainable consumption and production in Existing National Policies and 
Frameworks 

Canada presents an interesting case of successful national sustainable consumption and production 
related policy-making. This success results from a uniquely Canadian capacity for integrated and multi-
stakeholder policy development and implementation, and a progressive drive to link improved 
environmental outcomes with economic development that also expands the middle class.  These factors 
are reflected in the creation of the Federal Sustainable Development Act, a national level legal framework 
for long-term, ambitious actions on sustainable development.  It requires the federal government to 
create a Federal Sustainable Development Strategy every three years, which requires multi-stakeholder 
consultations, and extensive co-ordination and collaboration between federal departments and agencies. 

Discussions about sustainable consumption and 
production in Canada are often embedded within the 
larger discussion of sustainable development.  Canada 
does not have a formal policy, but maintains many 
related policies and initiatives advancing sustainable 
consumption and production objectives.  For the 
Government of Canada, consideration of sustainable 
production and consumption is motivated by the 
imperative for sustainable development and clean 
growth.  While the Government of Canada does use the 
term ‘sustainable consumption and production,’ it is 
rarely addressed as a discrete topic; rather, sustainable 
consumption and production is a sub-topic appearing in 
discussions of actions such as reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions, lowering the carbon footprint of government, 
and sustainable management of natural resources 
including fish stocks.  In international fora, the 
Government of Canada discusses sustainable 
consumption and production explicitly in contexts where 
it is a conventional term enshrined in international 
agreements, such as the 10 Year Framework of 
Programmes for Sustainable Consumption and 
Production and the Sustainable Development Goals. 

As a country with two official languages, the Government of Canada releases all policies and 
communications in both English and French.  The terminology used to discuss issues of sustainable 
consumption and production is substantially similar, as the government makes every effort to harmonize 
communications.   

The related concepts that Canada uses to 
discuss sustainable consumption and 
production domestically are first and 
foremost clean growth (“la croissance 
proper” in French), which is the dominant 
term, green growth (“la croissance verte” 
in French) and associated terminology such 
as green infrastructure (“l’infrastructure 
verte” in French) and concepts of 
environment and economy developing 
hand in hand – i.e. sustainable 
development (“le développement durable” 
in French).  Internal discussions within 
ministries make use of concepts such as 
circular economy, industrial ecology / 
industrial symbiosis, urban metabolism, 
valuation of natural capital, and life cycle 
analysis, though these terms appear much 
less frequently in policy documents and 
communications. 
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The scope of sustainable development policies and objectives, as well as the approaches and tools used 
by the Government of Canada demonstrates a strong commitment to taking an integrated approach to 
sustainable development – encompassing the economic, environmental and social aspects of 
development.  The Government of Canada’s conception of sustainable development is strongly tied to its 
motivating drive to expand the middle class.  This is not only reflected through vehicles such as the Federal 
Sustainable Development Strategy, but also through other initiatives such as the Pan-Canadian 
Framework.  The Pan-Canadian Framework is a co-ordinated plan, developed by the Government of 
Canada and the provincial and territorial governments in consultation with Indigenous peoples, which 
aims to meet Canada’s climate change challenges while pursuing sustainable and clean growth. 

The Government of Canada carries out extensive consultations as part of its policy formation process.  As 
mandated by the Cabinet Directive on Streamlining Regulation, consultations are carried out with 
interested and affected parties, including from other departments and levels of government, 
Indigenous peoples, industries, academics, scientists, businesses, and individuals.126  Such consultations 
are common across the policy landscape, from national strategies like the Federal Sustainable 
Development Strategy and the Canadian Energy Strategy, to sectoral policies such as the Automotive 
Innovation Fund, Automotive Supplier Innovation Program, and the Canada-wide Action Plan for Extended 
Producer Responsibility. 

Through the Federal Sustainable Development Strategy, Environment and Climate Change Canada 
monitors progress on the full range of sustainable development goals and targets set out by the 
Government of Canada. A suite of harmonized indicators, the Canadian Environmental Sustainability 
Indicators, has been developed to ensure the consistency of data monitored across government activities.  
Progress reports are prepared and tabled in the House of Commons by the Minister of Environment and 
Climate Change at least every three years, as mandated by the Federal Sustainable Development Act 
(2008). 

Institutional Mechanisms  

Policy making related to sustainable consumption and production in 
Canada is often, though not always, undertaken in an interdepartmental 
manner.  Collaborative policy making for sustainable consumption and 
production is most commonly conducted between Environment and 
Climate Change Canada, Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, Fisheries and 
Oceans Canada, Health Canada, Natural Resources Canada, and 
Innovation, Science and Economic Development Canada (formerly 
Industry Canada). 127  Policy formation can also be multi-stakeholder, 
spanning federal, provincial, municipal and First Nations’ governments.  
Given Canada’s constitutional structure as a federatio n, with provinces 
and territories enjoying a large degree of policy autonomy in many 
areas, it is often necessary for the federal government to work closely 
with provincial and territorial governments to develop and implement 
effective policy measures.   

Canada has a tradition of forming Equivalency Agreements with provincial governments that have pre-
existing policies which achieve the objectives of newly formed federal policies.  For example, in 1994 
and Agreement on the Equivalency of Federal and Alberta Regulations for the Control of Toxic Substances 
was signed.  The Agreement established that the Province of Alberta had met or exceeded the new federal 

Environment is one of 
the important areas of 
shared jurisdiction in 
Canada, such that all 
three levels of 
government, as well as 
First Nation 
governments, have 
policy-making 
responsibilities.   



 

43 
 

standards. As such, Alberta was later exempted from several regulations under the Canadian 
Environmental Protection Act (1999). Similarly, in 2014, the Province of Nova Scotia signed an Agreement 
on the Equivalency of Federal and Nova Scotia Regulations for the Control of Greenhouse Gas Emissions 
from the Electricity Producers in Nova Scotia. This agreement exempts Nova Scotia from the regulations 
on reducing carbon dioxide emissions from coal-fired power plants under the Canadian Environmental 
Protection Act (1999). Additionally, an Equivalency Agreements have been signed by the Yukon Territory 
exempting it from the federal Wastewater Systems Effluent Regulations, and Québec is expected to sign 
a similar agreement.  

The Government of Canada enters many partnerships with provincial and territorial governments, often 
co-generating policies which meet the needs of all parties.  A recent example of close collaboration 
between the federal and provincial governments is the high-profile negotiations related to the Pan-
Canadian Framework on Clean Growth and Climate Change.1 Similarly, the Canadian Council of Ministers 
of the Environment worked together to develop the Canada-wide Action Plan for Extended Producer 
Responsibility, and the Canada-wide Strategy for Sustainable Packaging.  Federal, provincial and 
municipal governments each have roles to play in implementing and monitoring these policies.  Other 
examples of federal-provincial partnerships include the National Action Plan for the Environmental 
Control of Ozone-Depleting Substances and their Halocarbon Alternatives, the Canada Energy Strategy, 
the National Plant and Animal Health Strategy, and the National Food Policy, currently being developed 
for 2019. 

Policy instruments, financial and technical resources 

The Government of Canada employs a number of policy instruments that further sustainable consumption 
and production principles. Most of these instruments are supply side policies – influencing cleaner 
production and the development of more sustainable products – and take the form of regulatory and 
economic instruments.  For example, since 2010 Canada has introduced several regulations on the 
automotive industry, setting new standards for renewable fuel content in gasoline and diesel fuel, as well 
as stricter regulations on GHG emissions for passenger vehicles. Canada also has a Policy on Green 
Procurement, for all federal departments and agencies, which sets out guidelines for incorporating 
environmental considerations into all purchasing decisions.   

Instruments targeting sustainable consumption outside of government have most often been 
informational.  The Government of Canada maintains labelling programs such as EnerGuide and ENERGY 
STAR, as well as websites such as ConsumerInformation.ca.  Additionally, The Broadcast Code for 
Advertising to Children (BCAC) has been adopted as a condition of licensing by the Canadian Radio-
television and Telecommunications Commission.  This code establishes procedures to ensure that 
advertising which targets children is responsible and does not take advantage of the special characteristics 
of children audiences, namely their blending of real and imaginary perceptions of the world.  

Sustainable consumption and production policy development and implementation in Canada is funded 
by the national budget, with provincial and territorial governments contributing funds to partnership 
agreements per the terms of each agreement.  An assortment of financial assistance programs are 
maintained to help businesses to comply with regulations.128 Given the division of powers in Canada 
between the federal government and the provinces and territories, policies in some areas may see the 
bulk of funding originating with the provinces (i.e. mining policy). Canada also receives support from 

                                                           
1 https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/themes/environment/documents/weather1/20170125-en.pdf  

https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/themes/environment/documents/weather1/20170125-en.pdf
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international organisations to expand knowledge and enhance capacity in policy development and 
implementation.  For example, collaboration between the United States and Canada to advance regional 
efforts are supported by the UN Environment Programme’s Regional Office for North America. Canada 
also gains from its involvement in the G7 discussions on Resource Efficiency and in the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) environmental performance review process. 

The Government of Canada supports efforts in other countries, especially through the development 
assistance programs of Global Affairs Canada. As with domestic policy, Global Affairs Canada does not 
specifically address sustainable consumption and production as a stated objective of its assistance and 
collaboration work abroad; however, in practice, it is treated under Global Affairs Canada’s development 
priority on environmental sustainability.   

Lessons learned and key challenges to address 

The Canadian example reveals several lessons for other countries approaching sustainable consumption 
and production policy making:    

- First, sustainable consumption and production goals can be achieved, even in the absence of an 
explicit sustainable consumption and production policy. By embedding such considerations into a 
whole-of-government framework of policies targeting sustainable development and clean growth, 
Canada is instituting a shift in behaviour and goals across the range of government activities.   

- Second, by engaging a wide range of stakeholders, the Government of Canada has benefited from 
an ever-widening pool of expertise and perspectives during the policy formation and review process.  
Encouraging critique from federal and provincial and territorial departments and agencies, as well as 
actors outside of government has resulted in several critical changes to policies and to frameworks 
such as the Federal Sustainable Development Strategy on topics including green growth, clean 
technology, renewable energy, and carbon pricing.   

- Third, by partnering with other levels of government to develop and implement policy, Canadian 
policies related to sustainable consumption and production have benefited from local knowledge 
and perspectives, and address more closely the concerns and needs of the diverse jurisdictions and 
contexts in which they are applied.   

- Fourth, by linking the concepts of sustainable development and clean growth with that of economic 
development, and more specifically with the expansion of the middle class, Canada has been able to 
mobilise policy making in an aspirational and goal-oriented way, and work toward achieving buy-in 
across the economy.   

A key challenge facing sustainable consumption and production policy in the Canadian context is the fact 
that sustainable consumption and production is not used by government as an organizing concept. At 
present, sustainable consumption and production concerns are buried within discussion of other topics 
such as climate change, or covered by broad terms such as greening government and clean growth. While 
sustainable consumption and production objectives are, in fact, being advanced by the actions of the 
Government of Canada, they are often presented as secondary or tertiary concerns, and do not appear to 
be a priority area on their own. This may hinder Canada in gaining more clarity of focus around advancing 
sustainable consumption and production. In addition, while the Federal Sustainable Development 
Strategy takes substantive steps to bringing the various federal departments and agencies into alignment 
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around sustainable development goals and actions, departmental siloing within government remains a 
challenge. 

Additional challenges stem from the strong push for continuous economic growth and the expansion of 
the middle class. Canadian society remains a deeply consumer society, and as such there are challenges 
in shifting to an economic system that advances sustainable consumption and production practices. 
Efforts to foster green innovations in productive industries may help to mitigate these challenges, but 
absolute reductions in consumption and waste flows will prove difficult to manage under a ‘growth-
first’ imperative. 

Regionally, Canada and the United States face a number of similar challenges in the sustainable 
consumption arena. Harmonizing green labelling systems and production and content standards across 
the region is a particularly important challenge, as products flow easily across the border between the 
two countries.  Price premiums associated with more sustainable products remains a barrier to lower 
income consumers, as are rent seeking behaviours on the part of producers practicing green washing of 
their products.129 
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The Way Forward 
 

As noted in the UN Environment GEO 6 report (2016), “the nature and scale of the current challenges and 
opportunities facing North America will require the region to build on its history of innovation, 
environmental regulation, and integrated data systems, while leveraging the region’s comparative 
prosperity, abundant natural resources, and educated population.”130 

The challenge lies in addressing income disparities and social inequalities while responding to changing 
demographics, environmental risks, including climate change and water shortages, urbanization and 
other increasingly pressing regional issues. Advancing sustainable consumption and production in the 
region in particular requires expanded efforts to reduce waste, to advance resource reductions and 
efficiency, and to foster sustainable consumption. 

A significant challenge in advancing integration is the silos across government departments. Canada in 
particular is actively exploring ways to shift budgets and departmental initiatives to support integrative 
solutions.  

North America is succeeding in improving environmental conditions in many domains including air 
quality, drinking water and biodiversity through multi-stakeholder approaches backed by supportive 
regulation and policies, institutions, data collection and assessment.131 There are initiatives to take action 
on climate change including through renewable energy and efficiency programs and mitigation efforts 
such as carbon sequestration. These efforts will need to continue at a rapid and large scale across public 
and private sectors, levels of government and across sectors including high impact sectors such as 
transportation and building. Efforts to advance sustainable consumption and production are increasingly 
becoming central to achieving sustainability goals and North America has the opportunity to take the lead 
in shifting its current dependence on consumer spending in order to develop a sustainable economic 
system. Concepts such sustainable materials management and sustainable development, which are the 
main conceptual frameworks being used in the region, have the potential to provide an integrative lens.  

Opportunities and next steps may include:  

1. Emphasizing that action on sustainable consumption and production needs to support absolute 
reductions in material and energy throughout while enhancing ecological, community and 
individual wellbeing in a way that also advances social justice.  Ecological fiscal reform, ending 
harmful subsidies, policies that consider sustainable rates of resource exploitation and waste 
discharges, and increasing regional self-sufficiency are federal governmental actions that can support 
the achievement of this goal. Cross-cutting initiatives such as those focused on purchasing or on 
decision-making tools such as life cycle assessment are also promising for advancing integrated 
approaches. 

2. Framing policies and initiatives related to sustainable consumption and production in compelling 
ways: first, in efforts to address the priorities of a range of stakeholders, it is important to highlight 
how sustainable consumption and production advances complementary objectives such as 
economic prosperity and job creation, for example, through resource efficiency gains, technological 
and business innovation opportunities, and pollution reductions in activities related to sustainable 
consumption and production. There is also promise in focusing on reducing costly waste, for example, 
in food waste prevention and recovery efforts. This framing around economic opportunity and waste 
prevention provides opportunities for investment from economic development and innovation funds.  
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3. Initiatives related to sustainable consumption and production also have the potential to advance 
community health and wellbeing and improve quality of life including for vulnerable populations. 
Supporting the development of attractive, integrative narratives on sustainable consumption and 
production and imagining sustainable and just futures can help to challenge the status quo, create 
new stories, redefine ideas of progress, and catalyze sustainable lifestyles. 

4. Many North American initiatives and policies align with advancing sustainable consumption and 
production. A more concerted regional approach could accelerate the impact and scope of these 
activities, without running contrary to the multi-level, multi-stakeholder approach that North 
American countries have successfully used to foster innovative solutions across public, private and 
civil society sectors.  

5. A promising aspect of the North American approach is the multi-stakeholder, multi-level approach 
including bottom-up efforts by specific sectors. There are significant civil society and business 
initiatives aligned as well as momentum in addressing sustainable consumption and production in 
other levels of government including cities. Continued support for this approach, as well as 
engagement in international programs, can advance sustainable consumption and production in the 
region. 

6. Finally, clarifying the ways in which sustainable consumption and production efforts advance goals 
established in other international arenas such as those discussed in the G7 and OECD meetings and 
in implementing the 10-Year Framework of Programmes on Sustainable Consumption and Productio 
and Sustainable Development Goals is a key approach of sustainable consumption and production 
proponents moving forward. 
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Index 

Canada pp.  

6, 9, 10, 11, 12, 18, 19, 20, 21, 
22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 
31, 33, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 43, 
44, 45, 46  

United States of America (USA) pp 9, 12, 30, 33, 39  
Agriculture  pp.  22, 30, 39, 42 
Buildings and construction pp. 6, 23, 39 
   Green buildings pp. 30  
Education pp.  6, 22, 30 

Food & Beverage pp.  
6, 9, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 21, 22, 
30, 39, 42, 43, 46 

   Sustainable food systems pp 19, 22 
   Sustainable food procurement  pp 15 
   Food waste pp. 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 19, 39, 45 
Environmental services   
   Environmental regulation pp 46 
   Environmental policy pp 11, 23 

Government and Civil Society pp.  
6, 7, 12, 18, 22, 23, 25, 28, 44, 
45, 46, 47  

Housing pp.  15, 23 
Industrial sector pp.  28, 34, 39, 41 
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