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Executive Summary 
 
The term, sustainable development, was popularized in Our Common Future, a report published by the World 
Commission on Environment and Development in 1987. Also known as the Brundtland report, Our Common 
Future included the “classic” definition of sustainable development: “development which meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” Acceptance of 
the report by the United Nations General Assembly gave the term political salience; and in 1992 leaders set out 
the principles of sustainable development at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 
 
It is generally accepted that sustainable development calls for a convergence between the three pillars of 
economic development, social equity, and environmental protection. Sustainable development is a visionary 
development paradigm; and over the past 20 years governments, businesses, and civil society have accepted 
sustainable development as a guiding principle, made progress on sustainable development metrics, and 
improved business and NGO participation in the sustainable development process. Yet the concept remains 
elusive and implementation has proven difficult. Unsustainable trends continue and sustainable development 
has not found the political entry points to make real progress. As a result, climate change has become the de 
facto proxy for implementation of the sustainable development agenda; but the framework of the climate 
change negotiations are not always the appropriate forum for broader strategic discussions of sustainable 
development. 
 
While sustainable development is intended to encompass three pillars, over the past 20 years it has often been 
compartmentalized as an environmental issue. Added to this, and potentially more limiting for the sustainable 
development agenda, is the reigning orientation of development as purely economic growth. This has been the 
framework used by developed countries in attaining their unprecedented levels of wealth, and major and rapidly 
developing countries are following the same course. The problem with such an approach is that natural 
resources are in imminent peril of being exhausted or their quality being compromised to an extent that 
threatens current biodiversity and natural environments.    
 
Addressing this challenge calls for changes at the consumer level in developed countries. Developed countries 
have the wealth and technical capacity to implement more sustainable policies and measures, yet the required 
level of political leadership and citizen engagement is still a long way off. The lack of action in developed 
countries is compounded by economic growth in developing countries that follows the resource-intensive model 
of developed countries. Without change and real action to address levels of consumerism and resource use in 
developed countries, one can hardly expect a receptive audience among developing countries when attempts 
are made to direct attention to their economic development practices. More sustainable development pathways 
are needed in both developed and developing countries; which require a level of dialogue, cooperation and, 
most importantly, trust that simply is not reflected in today’s multilateral institutions or regimes.   
 
There is a huge gap between the multilateral processes, with their broad goals and policies; and national action, 
which reflects domestic political and economic realities. A huge constituency around the world cares deeply and 
talks about sustainable development, but has not taken serious on-the-ground action. Deep structural changes 
are needed in the ways that societies manage their economic, social, and environmental affairs; and hard 
choices are needed to move from talk to action. 
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While some would argue that we have failed on sustainable development, 20 years is a relatively short time 
frame to implement the required changes in such a daunting area. The needed systemic changes will require a 
revolution in the way the world does business. This will have an impact on lifestyles and consumption patterns—
especially so in developed countries, but also for the growing middle class in developing countries.  
 
The recent financial crisis and the beginning of the decline of trust in the liberalization and globalization model 
could mean some renewed receptivity for a new sustainable development paradigm. A new model could chart a 
development path that truly is concerned with equity, poverty alleviation, reducing resource use, and 
integrating economic, environmental, and social issues in decision making. The opportunity is ripe to move 
beyond incrementalism to real systemic change. 
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1.0 Introduction 
Sustainable development is a noble and necessary aspiration. It is a visionary development paradigm; and over 
the past 20 years governments, businesses, and civil society have committed to sustainable development goals. 
Maurice Strong, former Secretary-General of the Rio Summit, remarked in 1998 that sustainable development 
“has been embraced by people throughout the world.” Despite recognition of and commitment to the principles 
of sustainable development, action has not moved beyond the margins and certainly has not led to the core 
changes needed to support a transition to sustainable development. 
 
The term, sustainable development, was popularized in Our Common Future, a report published by the World 
Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) in 1987. Also known as the Brundtland report, Our 
Common Future included the “classic” definition of sustainable development: “development which meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 
p. 43). Acceptance of the report by the United Nations (UN) General Assembly gave the term political salience; 
and in 1992 leaders set out the principles of sustainable development at the UN Conference on Environment 
and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, also referred to as the Rio Summit and the Earth Summit. 
 
Sustainable development is a fluid concept and various definitions have emerged over the past two decades. 
Despite an on-going debate on the actual meaning, a few common principles tend to be emphasized. The first is 
a commitment to equity and fairness, in that priority should be given to the improving the conditions of the 
world’s poorest and decisions should account for the rights of future generations. The second is a long-term 
view that emphasizes the precautionary principle, i.e., “where there are threats of serious or irreversible 
damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective measures to 
prevent environmental degradation” (Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, Principle 15). Third, 
sustainable development embodies integration, and understanding and acting on the complex interconnections 
that exist between the environment, economy, and society. This is not a balancing act or a playing of one issue 
off against the other, but recognizing the interdependent nature of these three pillars. 
 
Despite a general acceptance that sustainable development calls for a convergence between the three pillars of 
economic development, social equity and environmental protection; the concept remains elusive. Since the 
Brundtland report and the Rio Summit, governments and organizations have taken up sustainable development 
as a desirable goal and developed metrics for sustainable development, but implementation has proven difficult. 
Matthews and Hammill (2009: 1119) note that main problem since the Rio Summit has been “in designing the 
move from theory to practice. Here the tenacious grip of technological, political and other constraints becomes 
clear.”  
 
Uptake of sustainable development has also been hampered by development being defined primarily as 
economic growth. This has been the framework used by developed countries in attaining their unprecedented 
levels of wealth, and it should be no surprise that major developing economies are following the same course. 
The problem with such an approach is that natural resources are in imminent peril of being exhausted (whether 
in terms of supply [e.g., oil reserves] or quality [e.g., air or water pollution]).  
 
Addressing this challenge calls for changes at the consumer level in developed countries. Developed countries 
have the wealth and technical capacity to implement more sustainable policies and measures, yet the required 
level of political leadership and citizen engagement is still a long way off. The situation reflected by President 
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George H. W. Bush in 1992 prior to the Rio Summit that “The American way of life is not negotiable”, has not 
drastically changed.1  
 
This is compounded by another real and growing threat to the planet’s wellbeing—economic growth in 
developing countries that follows the resource-intensive model of developed countries. Without change and 
real action to address levels of consumerism and resource use in developed countries, one can hardly expect a 
receptive audience among developing countries when attempts are made to direct attention to their economic 
development practices. More sustainable development pathways are needed in both developed and developing 
countries; which require a level of dialogue, cooperation and, most importantly, trust that simply is not reflected 
in today’s multilateral institutions or regimes.   
 
There is a huge gap between the multilateral processes, with their broad goals and policies; and national action, 
which reflects domestic political and economic realities. A huge constituency around the world cares deeply and 
talks about sustainable development, but has not taken serious on-the-ground action. Deep structural changes 
are needed in the ways that societies manage their economic, social and environmental affairs; and hard choices 
are needed to move from talk to action. 
 
This paper, prepared as background for the work of the United Nation Secretary-General’s High-level Panel on 
Global Sustainability, assesses the evolution in the thinking and practice on sustainable development. The paper 
first reviews the origins of sustainable development, and then looks at progress on sustainable development in 
the 20-plus years since the Brundtland report and the Rio Summit. This is followed by an analysis of why 
headway on sustainable development has been less than expected; and the concluding section provides 
thoughts on moving forward.  
 
 

2.0 The Origins of Sustainable Development 
 
The theoretical framework for sustainable development evolved between 1972 and 1992 through a series of 
international conferences and initiatives. The UN Conference on the Human Environment, held in Stockholm in 
1972, was the first major international gathering to discuss sustainability at the global scale. The conference 
created considerable momentum, and a series of recommendations led to the establishment of the UN 
Environment Programme (UNEP) as well as the creation of numerous national environmental protection 
agencies at the national level. The recommendations from Stockholm were further elaborated in the 1980 World 
Conservation Strategy—a collaboration between the International Union for the Conservation of Nature, the 
World Wildlife Fund (WWF), and UNEP—which aimed to advance sustainable development by identifying 
priority conservation issues and key policy options.  
 
In 1983, the UN convened the WCED, chaired by Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland. Comprised 
of representatives from both developed and developing countries, the Commission was created to address 
growing concern over the “accelerating deterioration of the human environment and natural resources and the 
consequences of that deterioration for economic and social development.” Four years later, the group produced 
the landmark publication Our Common Future (or the Brundtland report) that provided a stark diagnosis of the 
state of the environment. The report popularized the most commonly used definition of sustainable 

                                                
1 This quote was attributed to President Bush during a press conference before the Rio Summit. An Atlantic article cites it 
without a source. See http://www.theatlantic.com/unbound/polipro/pp9904.htm. 
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development: “Development that meets the needs of current generations without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 45). 
 
The Brundtland report provided the momentum for the landmark 1992 Rio Summit that laid the foundations for 
the global institutionalization of sustainable development. Marking the twentieth anniversary of the Stockholm 
Conference, the Earth Summit adopted the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development and Agenda 21, a 
global plan of action for sustainable development. The Rio Declaration contained 27 principles of sustainable 
development, including principle 7 on “common but differentiated responsibilities,” which stated: “In view of 
the different contributions to global environmental degradation, States have common but differentiated 
responsibilities. The developed countries acknowledge the responsibility that they bear in the international 
pursuit of sustainable development in view of the pressures their societies place on the global environment and 
of the technologies and financial resources they command.” Agenda 21 included 40 separate chapters, setting 
out actions in regard to the social and economic dimensions of sustainable development, conservation and 
management of natural resources, the role of major groups, and means of implementation. In Agenda 21, 
developed countries reaffirmed their previous commitments to reach the accepted UN target of contributing 0.7 
percent of their annual gross national product (GNP) to official development assistance, and to provide 
favourable access to the transfer of environmentally sound technologies, in particular to developing countries. 
 
Three seminal instruments of environmental governance were established at the Rio Summit: the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), and the non-
legally binding Statement of Forest Principles. Following a recommendation in Agenda 21, the UN General 
Assembly officially created the Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) later that year. The Rio Summit 
was very successful from a political standpoint: it had the world’s attention and active engagement and 
attendance by virtually every national leader.  Its challenges lay in two areas:  first, too much of an emphasis on 
the “environment pillar” in the negotiations and secondly, all too little implementation of goals established 
under Agenda 21, particularly those related to development aid and cooperation. 
 
Since that time a number of important international conferences on sustainable development have been held—
including the 1997 Earth Summit+5 in New York and the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development 
(WSSD) in Johannesburg. These meetings were primarily reviews of progress; and reported that a number of 
positive results had been achieved, but implementation efforts largely had been unsuccessful at the national 
and international level. The UN General Assembly noted in 1997 (paragraphs 4 and 17) that “the overall trends 
with respect to sustainable development are worse today than they were in 1992” and “much remains to be 
done to activate the means of implementation set out in Agenda 21, in particular in the areas of finance and 
technology transfer, technical assistance and capacity-building.” In his 2002 report on implementing Agenda 21, 
United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan confirmed that “progress towards reaching the goals set at Rio has 
been slower than anticipated” and “there is undoubtedly a gap in implementation” (United Nations Economic 
and Social Council, 2002, p. 4). Regrettably, initiatives following the seminal Rio Summit have not attracted the 
attention, commitment, and resources required for effective implementation of sustainable development. This 
is a problem with multilateral agreements, in that commitments at the international level do not reflect the 
processes and realities in countries, where multiple stakeholders—including government, businesses, and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs)—need to be engaged in action.  
 
The negotiations at the WSSD in 2002 demonstrated a major shift in the perception of sustainable 
development—away from environmental issues toward social and economic development. This shift, which was 
driven by the needs of the developing countries and strongly influenced by the Millennium Development Goals 
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(MDGs)2, is but one example of how sustainable development has been pulled in various directions over its 20-
plus year history. Defining and implementing sustainable development has had to deal with the tensions 
between the three pillars, and the prevailing “influences” at different points in time. Ironically, it could be said 
that WSSD succeeded where Rio failed, but failed where Rio succeeded. The WSSD did make a constructive 
change by focusing considerably more attention on development issues, particularly in integrating the MDGs 
with sustainable development principles and practices. However, the political timing was simply not there: the 
political leadership was not engaged because the world, led by the United States, was more focused on security 
issues around terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, and Iraq. Unfortunately, the seeds planted in 2002 fell 
upon arid land. 
 
At and since the Rio Summit, sustainable development has found its most prominent “hook” (at least in terms of 
media and political attention) around the issue of climate change. Responses to address climate change, both 
mitigation and adaptation, are linked to sustainable development. The Fourth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2007, chapter 12.1.1) pointed out the iterative relationship 
between climate change and sustainable development, and that the two can be mutually reinforcing. In many 
respects, the UNFCCC has become an international proxy for discussions around sustainable development, and a 
potential means to channel required funding and technology from developed to developing countries. While 
climate change is certainly one manifestation of the broader challenge of sustainable development, the scale 
and complexity of the broader sustainability challenge means that it cannot be adequately addressed in the 
confines of the climate change negotiations.  
 
 

3.0 The 20 Years since the Rio Summit 
 

The theoretical frameworks were laid for sustainable development with the Brundtland report and at the Rio 
Summit, and the thinking and practice on sustainable development has evolved over the past two-plus decades. 
The concept has been useful in framing approaches to development and growth; but sustainable development 
has largely remained an idea and conceptual framework.  
 

3.1 Acceptance of sustainable development as a guiding principle 

Since the Brundtland report and the Rio Summit, sustainable development has transitioned from being an 
interesting yet at times contested ideal, to a concept that enjoys widespread endorsement by international 
institutions, governments, businesses, and civil society. The nearly universal adoption of sustainable 
development as a guiding principle is, in part, due to its flexibility. It allows various stakeholders to adapt the 
concept to their own purposes. This strength, however, is also a liability because various interpretations have 
led to confusion and compromised implementation.  

                                                
2 The UN Millennium Declaration was adopted in 2000 and committed countries to reach eight Millennium Development 
Goals by 2015. The eight goals included:  halving extreme poverty, halting the spread of HIV/AIDS, providing universal 
primary education, eliminating gender disparity in education, reducing the under-five mortality rate, reducing the maternal 
mortality rate and achieving universal access to reproductive health, developing a global partnership (to address the needs 
of the poorest countries, to further an open non-discriminatory trade system, and to deal with developing country debt); 
and ensuring environmental sustainably (by integrating sustainable development into country policies and programs, 
reducing biodiversity loss, improving access to safe drinking water and sanitation, and improving the lives of slum dwellers) 
(UN, 2010). 
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Nonetheless, sustainable development has been integrated into the operations and governing mandate of many 
prominent international organizations. These include the World Bank (2010), which has affirmed a commitment 
to “sustainable globalization” that “enhances growth with care for the environment”; the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF, 2010), with a commitment to “sustainable economic growth”; as well as the World Trade 
Organization (WTO, 2010) which endeavours to contribute to sustainable development through the pursuit of 
open borders and the removals of barriers to trade. Sustainable development is also a prominent component of 
the MDGs, which have been widely endorsed by national governments and the world’s foremost development 
organizations since they were adopted at the Millennium Summit in 2000. 
 
Sustainable development has also gained currency in the private sector—often in the form of the corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) agenda. Several voluntary initiatives have been formed over the past 20 years, 
including the World Business Council on Sustainable Development (WBCSD), Global Compact, Equator Principles, 
Global Reporting Initiative, and Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative. In addition, various major 
international NGOs, such as WWF, Oxfam International, and Friends of the Earth, have increased the scale and 
sophistication of their involvement in sustainability principles. Local NGOs around the world have taken up the 
cause of sustainable development. 
 
The widespread currency of the issues is evident in the sustainable development strategies of 106 national 
governments in 2009 (UN General Assembly, 2010, p. 11). Local governments have also responded, with over 
6,400 local governments in 113 countries involved in local Agenda 21 activities in 2001 (International Council for 
Local Environmental Initiatives, 2002, p. 4).  
 
While the concept is widely accepted and sustainable development has been adopted as a desirable goal by 
many institutions, governments, businesses, and NGOs; the term sustainable development suffers from 
definitional ambiguity or vagueness (IPCC, chapter 12.1.2). The dominant view of governments and businesses is 
that sustainable development is continued economic growth made more environmentally sensitive in order to 
raise living standards globally and break the link between poverty and environmental degradation. Economic 
growth is seen as part of the solution, and markets and technology will produce a richer world that is more 
ecologically stable (Hopwood, Mellor and O’Brien, 2005). Developed country adherence to this view is being 
matched by the major developing economies of the Republic of Korea, China, and India; where growing wealth 
is being followed by efforts to improve environmental performance. Spending on environmental protection in 
China’s 2010 budget is projected to rise by more than 20 percent, clean energy measures in India amount to 
over US$1 billion, and close to 80 percent of the Republic of Korea’s stimulus funding was directed to the 
implementation of its Green New Deal (Robins, Clover and Sarawanan, 2010: pp. 3-6).  
 
Others view sustainable development as a balancing act between the economy and the environment—meaning 
that the economy is an entity that is separate from the environment, where the latter inevitably loses out 
(Caccia, 2001). Some critics accuse the business community of using sustainable development as a way to paint 
environmentally destructive practices green—a rationalization for economic growth without due concern for 
environmental or social imperatives (Corporate Watch, 2006; Greenpeace, 2010).3 
 
Some NGOs and academics have argued that sustainable development does not go far enough to create the 
required lifestyle, consumption, and behavioral changes—that radical changes are needed in the world’s 
economic order.4 “Deep ecology” critics argue that the concept of sustainable development is too human-
centric, and the paradigm of sustainable development does not adequately challenge the consumer culture. 

                                                
3 See Najam (1999) for a discussion of the rise of the WBCSD representing “greenwashing” or a greening of business. 
4 There are a variety of views from NGOs and academics ranging across the entire spectrum of sustainable development. 
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Others question if sustainable development should continue to support economic growth at all, given the 
physical limits of the global ecosystem; while others have suggested that the concept does not give enough 
attention to the poor and their acute vulnerability to environmental degradation (Adams, 2008).  
 
The concept has also become synonymous for some with particular political agendas: in that those most vocal in 
support of sustainable development often come with political agendas that, at least in North America, are often 
associated with the left wing of the political spectrum. On the other hand, many developing countries see 
sustainable development as an ideology developed by developed countries for the purpose of imposing stricter 
conditions and rules on development aid and international trade.  
 
And yet, despite all these detractors, one could argue that sustainable development might be the only 
“paradigm” of development left standing. With the recent fiscal and financial crises, and the loss of faith in the 
pure economic growth model of the Washington Consensus, there is renewed interest in the potential of 
sustainable development as an effective framework and tool to address these core structural challenges.5 
 

3.2 Progress on sustainable development metrics 

Progress has been made on sustainable development metrics. Since the Brundtland report and the Rio Summit, 
researchers in universities, environmental organizations, think tanks and national governments have furthered 
the measurement of progress on sustainable development. Indicators have been developed to supplement and 
enhance the default measure of progress, gross domestic product (GDP), which is a measure of a country's 
overall official economic output in the formal sectors. These indicators aim to reflect a broader understanding of 
what constitutes progress, and seek to refine the conceptualization of wealth, capital, and development. 
Examples include the Human Development Index developed by the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) and the gross national happiness indicator of Bhutan. Other measures focus more specifically on the 
state of the natural environment, including the WWF’s Nature’s Living Planet Index and the Happy Planet Index 
of the New Economics Foundation.6  
 
The Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development developed the Bellagio STAMP (SusTainability Assessment and Measurement 
Principles) as a set of guiding principles to measure and assess progress towards sustainability under the OECD’s 
Measuring the Progress of Societies program. This initiative involves UN organizations, national governments, 
and civil society organizations in the development of alternate measurements of human progress that more 
accurately account for social and environmental factors.7 Several countries have developed sustainable 
development indicators to supplement economic indicators. 
 
Many companies report on sustainability, including through CSR reporting. More than 1,500 organizations from 
60 countries have used the guidelines from the Global Reporting Initiative (which works in cooperation with the 

                                                
5 The Washington Consensus was initially coined in 1989 by John Williamson to describe a set a policy prescriptions that 
should constitute the standard reform package for debt-wracked Latin American countries by the IMF, World Bank and U.S. 
Treasury Department. See Williamson (1989). The term has become associated with neoliberal economic policies and 
globalization. 
6 See the WorldWatch Institute’s (2008) State of the World 2008: Innovations for a Sustainable Economy for a 
comprehensive list of alternate indicators and measures of societal progress. 
7 The Measuring the Progress of Societies website provides an overview of sustainable development indicators in OECD 
countries. See http://www.oecd.org/pages/0,3417,en_40033426_40033828_1_1_1_1_1,00.html.  
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United Nations Global Compact) to produce sustainability reports. Over 1000 reports were submitted to the 
initiative in 2008, a 46 percent increase from 2007 and 2008 (Global Reporting Initiative, 2010). 
 
There has been considerable progress and success in measuring sustainable development, but GDP still 
dominates headlines and is the main barometer by which the media and citizens gauge growth and the success 
of politicians. GDP is the de facto universal metric for “standard of living,” with elections still mostly won or lost 
on the basis of the state of a country’s GDP.    
 

3.3 Improvements in partnering with stakeholders 

Stakeholder participation is a success that emerged from the Rio Summit and has gained momentum over the 
past 20-plus years. There was tremendous argument about NGO participation in the preparations for Rio 
(Kirwin, 1994), but such participation is now taken for granted. Since the creation of the CSD in 1992, civil 
society organizations, including NGOs and business, have been represented by nine major group sectors and 
participate in the CSD with the overall purpose of informing the Commission’s decision-making processes. 
 
Most governments realize how much NGOs can contribute to issues; and some governments work closely with 
NGOs and business, and include representatives on their delegations to meetings of various environmental 
treaties. A particularly positive development over the past 20 years is the increased collaboration and 
networking among NGOs from developed and developing countries. NGOs have also experienced a cross-
fertilization of interests in various issues, including environment, development, human rights, women’s rights 
and social issues (Khor, 1997).  
Business also plays an important role, with actions by the WBCSD—which represents more than 200 chief 
executive officers from some of world’s largest companies—moving industry from the periphery to the center of 
the sustainable development debate. Business has become more proactive by encouraging the CSR movement 
and using its investment in sustainable ways. But these initiatives are voluntary and involve relatively few 
companies. Runnalls (2008, p. 23) notes that “The majority of jobs worldwide are provided by small and 
medium-enterprises for which these concepts are foreign” and “it is a real challenge to begin to involve the new 
centers of economic decision-making in the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India and China).” 
 
Work is needed to find a more effective means to engage NGOs and business in sustainable development 
negotiations and implementation. The financing, technical, and management expertise of the business sector 
will be critical to meeting sustainable development goals. Business will be more inclined to make sustainable 
development or green investments the more governments, in whatever appropriate form, are able to effectively 
address risks associated with such investments.  More effective means of involving critical non-government 
actors, particularly in the private sector, in implanting sustainable development is clearly a “bottom line” for 
sustainable development to have any chance of real and lasting success. 
 

3.4 Difficulties in implementing sustainable development 

The concept and idea of sustainable development is widely accepted, and good progress has been made on 
sustainable development metrics; yet the implementation of sustainable development has been largely 
unsuccessful. The world has made little progress in implementing programs and policies to improve the lives of 
the poor (Moyo, 2009), and the integration of the three pillars of economic development, social development, 
and environmental improvements remains a challenge. Sustainable development is not easy and will take 
considerable time and effort. 
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Many of the consensus-driven UN summits have resulted in broad documents, policies, and goals; and the 
action plans tend to be “sprawling documents that offer something for everyone” (Victor, 2006). Hodas (2010, p. 
29) notes that high-level international meetings—such as under the CSD and UNFCCC—“avoid concrete 
discussion about how to shift to a more sustainable, low carbon world economy” and “international talks 
increasingly become disconnected from real-world policy.”  
 
Efforts to implement sustainable development have taken place in an environment of mainstream economic 
planning and market-based investment, in a manner that will not disrupt overall growth. As such, 
implementation has not moved beyond slow incremental steps to transformative action. The WBCSD argued 
that there is a lack of leadership and each sector waits on the others, limiting real progress toward sustainable 
development. They note that “politicians tend not to run for office on promises of making the price of goods 
reflect their real (higher) costs for the sake of sustainable development; consumers tend not to demand to pay 
such higher costs; business tends not to lobby lawmakers for higher prices (Holliday, Schmidheiny and Watts, 
2002, p. 18).  
Some developing countries argue that lack of financial and technological resources, and unfair terms of trade 
have plagued their implementation of sustainable development. Many poor people and poor countries do not 
have adequate access to technology, lacking the resources, infrastructure, quality of governance, and business 
environment necessary to stimulate sustainable development (Economic Commission for Africa, 2002). 
 
While national governments have developed sustainable development strategies and plans, and local 
governments have been involved in initiatives, these actions have not led to fundamental changes. Chasek, 
Downie and Brown (2010, pp. 37-38) report that few countries have lived up to their Rio commitments, stating 
that National Agenda 21 efforts led to “increased academic debate, heightened public awareness and minor 
adjustments in the system of national accounts and taxation rules, but they have not fundamentally altered the 
way we mange and measure our national economy.” 
 
Part of the reason for the lack of implementation is that actions have tended to emphasize the symptoms of 
environmental degradation and not the underlying source of the problem. Jim MacNeill (2007, p. 5), former 
Secretary General of the Brundtland Commission, asserted that we are still struggling with an issue raised in the 
Brundtland report: the institutions and policies we put in place to address sustainable development issues were 
“not only weak but they had been directed one way or another to tackle the symptoms of environmental 
degradation and to ignore its sources. The sources, of course, are to be found in government (and corporate) 
fiscal, tax, budget, trade, energy, agriculture and other policies and in the values underlying them.” Government 
have not taken down the silos between departments to find the complex, integrated answers.  
 

3.5 Sustainable development has found a de facto “home” in climate change 

While sustainable development was supposed to have an institutional home in the Commission for Sustainable 
Development, it has not been harnessed effectively by national governments as a vehicle for implementation. 
The CSD has focused on environment and has not promoted effective integration of the three pillars of 
sustainable development. In addition, other institutions and processes—MDGs, a proliferation of environmental 
treaties, strong global economic institutions—have cornered different parts of the sustainable development 
paradigm. As a result, climate change has emerged as the de facto proxy for addressing sustainable 
development issues. 
 
In many respects climate change has determined what a sustainable development approach to implementation 
would look like. The IPCC (Sathaye et al., 2007, p. 699) states that “It is no longer a question of whether climate 
change policy should be understood in the context of sustainable development goals; it is a question of how.” 
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Sustainable development and climate change share strong complementary tendencies: they are multi-sectoral , 
they both require international cooperation to solve the problem,  and the problem is inter-woven through 
economic and technological development in increasingly complex networks.  
 
Defining sustainable development is difficult, and responses to climate change, if appropriately addressed, can 
help to concretely manifest sustainable development. While not all climate change actions are synonymous with 
sustainable approach (there are some conflicts, such as plantation forestry), the broader long-term approach—
on forestry, energy, technology, and consumption patterns—would easily be incorporated in a sustainable 
development framework. 
 
The climate change negotiations could benefit from a broadened discussion that is informed by the integrative 
thinking of sustainable development. For example, mitigation could be addressed within a broader discussion of 
energy and economic growth. Adaptation could benefit from a broader understanding of “resilient 
development;” and measurement, reporting and verification (MRV) talks could be addressed in the context of a 
broader appreciation of issues related to “transparency and accountability.”  
 
One of the results of climate change becoming the de facto proxy for sustainable development—and this was 
evident in Copenhagen—is that climate change has become home to other agendas. Many of the broader 
strategic development issues, such as poverty alienation and demographic challenges, need to be addressed for 
climate change to be effectively addressed. But the framework of the climate change negotiations are not the 
always the most appropriate forum for such broader strategic discussions.  
 
 

4.0 20 Years Later: How does sustainable development measure 
up? 

 
4.1 Some progress on sustainable development 

The global implementation of sustainable development remains a challenge, but there is evidence of progress. 
Advances have been made on poverty alleviation, with the world on track to meet the MDG goal of halving the 
proportion of people whose income is less than US$1 per day—but this is due to economic success in Asia; little 
progress was made in sub-Saharan Africa. Access to energy is improving, and progress has been made on 
electrification in all developing regions; although rates in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa remain one-half to 
one-quarter of those in the rest of the world (UN Economic and Social Affairs, 2006).  
 
The environment is a topic of greater priority for governments and business than it was 20 years ago, and there 
are some efforts to integrate environmental considerations more effectively into economic decision-making. 
Examples include legislative efforts in various developed countries to place a price on carbon, a growing 
recognition of the value of eco-system services to business and society, and efforts to measure progress toward 
sustainable development. The environment—and climate change in particular—continues to be rated a top 
concern for citizens in many countries (Pew Research Centre, 2010), despite the recent economic downturn and 
the hubris of the Copenhagen Climate Change Conference.   
 
Concerns over environmental degradation and increasing pollution have led to increased investment in green 
technologies. The Montreal Protocol has been successful in phasing out ozone-depleting substances, and 
atmospheric concentrations of these substances have either levelled off or decreased since the protocol came 
into effect in 1989. UNEP’s Global Trends in Sustainable Energy Investment 2010 reports that in 2009, for the 
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second year in a row, both the United States and Europe added more power capacity from renewable sources 
such as wind and solar than conventional sources like coal, gas, and nuclear. And globally, investment in 
renewable energy power capacity (excluding large hydro) in 2009 was comparable to that in fossil-fuel 
generation, at around US$100 billion each (UNEP, SEFI and Bloomberg New Energy Finance, 2010, p. 12). Eco-
city development is occurring in North America, Europe, China, and the United Arab Emirates—and includes 
such features as water conservation, energy efficient building, smart grids with renewable energy, LED street 
lights, and walkability (Biello, 2008). Over recent decades both developed countries and emerging economies 
have made progress in reducing the rate of resource extraction per unit of GDP (OECD, 2008). 
 

4.2 But unsustainable trends continue 

Despite this progress on sustainable development, negative trends continue to prevail. Economic growth since 
the Rio Summit has been fed by unprecedented resource and material consumption and related environmental 
impacts. Large portions of the natural world have been converted to human use, prompting concerns about the 
ability of the world’s natural resource base to sustain such growth. While the world has made some progress on 
decoupling natural resource extraction from economic growth, the absolute consumption of resources is 
projected to increase long into the future. OECD countries as a group figure substantially in both global resource 
use and raw materials supply, and many non-OECD countries (especially the large developing economies of 
Brazil, China, India, Indonesia and South Africa) are catching up (OECD, 2008). The vast consumption gap 
between the rich and the poor is expressed through a widely know measure: “roughly 80 percent of the natural 
resources used each year are consumed by about 20 percent of the world’s population” (Matthews and 
Hammill, 2009, p. 1118).  
 
Incomes and wealth also reveal a large and growing gap between the rich and poor. Rising income inequality has 
been observed in most countries over the past two decades (IMF, 2007, pp. 138-143), especially so in middle-
and high-income countries, where the incomes of richer households have  increased relative to the those of the 
middle class and poorer households (ILO, 2008). Global inequality has been declining, and the world is a less 
unequal place than it was 25 years ago, but this is largely a result of successful development in China and India 
(Frieden, 2007, p. 48). Overall the world remains extremely unequal, with the richest 1 percent of the world’s 
population owning 40 percent of the worlds’ wealth; while the poorest 50 percent have barely 1 percent of 
world wealth (Davies et al, 2006).  
 
Increasing consumption, combined with population growth, mean that humanity’s demands on the planet have 
more than doubled over the past 45 years (WWF, 2008, p. 2). These impacts are revealed in a number of 
disturbing trends. Global biodiversity continues to decline, and species in all groups with known trends are, on 
average, being driven closer to extinction. For example, fishery stocks are at the point of collapse, with around 
80 percent of the world marine fish stocks for which data is available are fully exploited or overexploited 
(Secretariat of the CBD, 2010, p. 48). The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment reveals that the provision of many 
critical ecosystem services—such as water, biodiversity, fibre, and food—is being compromised due to the 
impact of human development (Hassan et al., 2005). Scarcity of and competition over freshwater is a growing 
concern for many regions in the world, with around 50 countries currently facing moderate to severe water 
stress (WWF, 2008). Climate change will exacerbate water stress and other problems. Current predictions, 
summarized in the IPCC’s 2007 assessment report, indicate that the carrying capacity of large parts of the world 
will be compromised by climate change. Significant political divisions threaten international progress on climate 
change, yet the window for action to avert the most dangerous effects of global warming is shrinking by the day.  
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4.3 What underlies the less than expected progress on sustainable development? 

Sustainable development is part of the international lexicon, but the concept remains too amorphous 
to be clearly defined, and hence implemented.  

Since the Brundtland report and the Rio Summit sustainable development have largely remained an idea and a 
conceptual framework. There are many acceptable views of sustainable development, and it has been taken up 
as a starting point or perhaps an end goal—but the implementation of sustainable development has lagged. 
There are a growing number of success stories in the form of concrete examples of what is happening at the 
local level in day-to-day development; but they are still too few in number to change overall paradigms of 
development and they have not been communicated well. More effective communication about what works is 
absolutely critical. It is not about altruistic intentions on the environment; it is about ensuring a livable world for 
today’s and tomorrow’s children.   
 
Sustainable development remains fundamentally an environmental issue 
Sustainable development is intended to encompass environment, economy, and social issues; but is often 
compartmentalized as an environmental issue. In its early manifestations, sustainable development was largely 
a green agenda, or bringing environmental considerations in economic development.  
 
The perception of sustainable development as an environment issue is reflected in attempts to institutionalize 
sustainable development in the international system. The CSD has attracted representation mainly from 
environment departments, meaning that parties give most attention to the environmental sectors (Chasek, 
2000, p. 394). Dodds et al. (2002, p. 5) note that the minimal participation by ministers with portfolios other 
than environment has served to further marginalize the debate at the sessions and limit the CSD’s impact and 
follow-up. This has implications beyond the CSD, as environment ministers often have less influence than 
ministers of finance, trade, and industry; and limited sway or jurisdiction to promote national implementation of 
sustainable development. Governments have not figured out how to create the needed interdisciplinary 
integration, often because sustainable development is seen as an environment issue or a development issue—
not an integrated concept. 
 
One reason why sustainable development is seen as the province of environment ministries and has failed to 
capture the attention of other ministries is that UNCED was seen as an environmental summit (and informally 
referred to as the Earth Summit). During the Rio negotiations, Chapter 2 of Agenda 21 (economics and trade) 
received barely a day’s attention and was easily adopted because of a lack of representation from economic and 
finance ministries. The two treaties adopted in Rio, UNFCCC and CBD, were seen as environmental treaties and 
did not give the necessary attention to economic and social development, both of which are impacted by the 
treaties.  
 
There is a certain irony in this prevalent interpretation: sustainable development has been criticized for an 
overemphasis on the environment, yet environmental degradation continues at much too strong a rate. 
 
Sustainable development has been subject to competing agendas 
While sustainable development is often perceived as an environmental issue, it has been subject to competing 
agendas. These different agendas prevailed in the Rio Declarations and agreements, and continue to influence 
international discussions and relations. Developing countries’ original agenda of trade liberalization, debt relief, 
poverty reduction, and an increase in development assistance was developmentally focused.  This was lined up 
against the developed countries’ environmentally-focused agenda of climate change, biodiversity loss, 
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deforestation, and declines of the world marine fisheries. Of course, the economy has always been an overriding 
concern (and is discussed separately in the next section of this paper).  
 
These competing agendas underline the difficulties in integrating economic, environmental, and social concerns; 
and demonstrate how interpretation of sustainable development is subject to the prevailing zeitgeist. Over the 
past 20 years, the “development” side of sustainable development occasionally has been prominent. The 
negotiations at the WSSD in Johannesburg in 2002 saw a major shift away from environment toward human and 
economic development. The MDGs were highly influential in this shift; they permeated the negotiations and 
were reiterated through much of the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation. Following the adoption of the 
MDGs, all of the environmental treaties to tried associate with and implement the MDGs, wanting to benefit 
from the associated financing.8  
 
The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, seen as the first “sustainable development 
convention,” was negotiated primarily by development cooperation officials in the OECD countries, compared to 
agriculture, environment and land management officials in developing countries. While the convention took 
sustainable development principles into account, the duality of views between developed and developing 
countries led to a weak convention; again demonstrating the difficulties in integrating the three pillars. The 
“development” side gained little traction after Johannesburg. 
 
The skepticism around the discussions on a “green economy in the context of sustainable development and 
poverty eradication”— a proposed theme for discussion at the 2012 Rio+20 conference—could be reflective of 
the lack of traction and progress on the development side. Some developing countries are worried that the 
green economy, which is not clearly defined or articulated, will replace sustainable development; or that the 
green economy will be a merger of economic development and environment—leaving out social equity. This 
debate will continue and could foster a resurgence of sustainable equity issues, led largely by developing 
countries (Chasek, 2010). 
 
Development as economic growth continues to be the dominant paradigm 
The implementation of sustainable development has been and is hindered by the reigning policy orientation of 
development as purely economic growth. A successful country is one that is expanding its economy and has a 
healthy, long-living population who become ever richer. Gustave Speth (2010) sums up this approach by noting 
that “Growth is measured by tallying GDP at the national level and sales and profits at the company level, and 
pursuit of GDP and profit is the overwhelming priority of national economic and political life.”   
 
There were huge expectations out of the Rio Summit, but these were quickly tempered, in part because of the 
emergence of a neoliberal economic paradigm. Post-Rio was a period of accelerated globalization and intensive 
interaction between nations in the areas of trade, investment, and expansion of capital markets. This dominant 
post-Rio paradigm was strongly influenced by the Washington Consensus, which has guided attempts to spur 
global economic growth for over two decades. It advocated fiscal and monetary soundness, openness to trade 
and investment, financial liberalization and regulation, privatization, deregulation, and secure property rights. 
The prevailing view has been that of sustaining economic growth, rather than sustaining the global ecosystem; 
and sustainable development has been subsumed under the globalization paradigm. 
 
The priority given to the trade and globalization agenda in the major economies tended to crowd out 
sustainable development concerns. Speth argued that some policy makers saw the globalization paradigm as 
supplanting the need for international assistance and sustainable development. In addition, much time and 

                                                
8 See for example, Convention on Biological Diversity et al. (2005) and UNEP (2005).  
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money has been tied up in a series of military and peacekeeping engagements in the post-Cold War period, 
supplanting the expected peace dividend of financial and political resources to apply to environmental and 
development objectives (Speth in Chasek, Downie and Welsh Brown, 2010, p. 39) 
 
This economic growth agenda has been predominant, with the belief that markets and technology will produce 
a richer world that is more ecologically stable. As noted earlier, some countries have benefited from the model, 
such as China and Republic of Korea, and are increasing spending on environmental protection; but other 
countries, many in sub-Saharan Africa, have not benefited and have experienced declines in progress toward 
MDGs.  While it is true that economic growth usually provides countries more funds to provide enhanced 
environmental protection, it runs the danger of being no more than a ‘band-aid’ solution: economic growth is 
inevitably associated with growing consumption, of all goods, but particularly energy. The focus on green energy 
and transportation investment, as seen for example in the Republic of Korea, is precisely what sustainable 
development calls for: addressing the core tools of development. 
 
The United Nations, which has led international discussions on sustainable development, has never been 
perceived as the main international forum for discussions on economic development. The institutions governing 
the global economy—the Bretton Woods Institutions, World Trade Organization (WTO), Group of 8 and 
increasingly the Group of 20—are stronger than those promoting social equity, poverty alleviation, and 
environment cooperation (Halle, 2002). The notion of sustainable development has lost traction since the 
Brundtland report and Rio Summit because of the dominance of the economic growth agenda.  
 
Developed countries have not met commitments to developing countries, generating an atmosphere 
of distrust 

The international discussions on sustainable development are permeated by a lack of trust between developed 
and developing countries. This is underpinned by developed countries not meeting their financial and 
technology transfer commitments to developing countries. An implicit deal of the Rio Summit was that 
developing countries would pay attention to the sustainable development agenda if developed countries 
increased development assistance significantly. Developed countries have failed to live up to this bargain. Most 
developed countries (with the exception of Sweden, Norway, Luxembourg, Denmark, and the Netherlands) have 
not reached the goal of allocating 0.7 percent of GDP to aid for developing countries. Although aid volumes 
reached their highest historical levels in 2008 at US$121.5 billion, the economic downturn decreased these 
levels in 2009. Donors will fall short by the Gleneagles target by US$17 billion; and aid to Africa is estimated to 
increase by US$12 billion, well below the US$25 billion target for Africa agreed to in 2005 (OECD, 2010).  
 
This distrust between developed and developing countries is further exemplified in the trade negotiations. The 
Doha Development Round of negotiations under the WTO, which was meant to resolve long-standing disputes 
around developed country agricultural subsidies and other barriers to trade which greatly disadvantage 
developing countries, has reached an impasse. Many developing countries consider the WTO and the Doha 
Round as an institution (or agenda) for redistribution between rich and poor countries, and have been 
suspicious of hidden regulatory ambitions (e.g., labour and environmental standards) from the United States 
and the European Union (Erixon, 2008, p. 15). 
 
Developing countries also question developed countries’ commitment to undertake the required changes to 
relieve the pressure their societies place on the global environment; and are suspicious of their demands for 
change in developing countries. An example is a request by some developed countries that the World Bank not 
fund coal-fired power plants in developing countries, while the construction of such plants continues in some of 
these developed countries. Developed countries have taken no significant action to change production and 
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consumption patterns; and developing countries are likely to resist significant radical action without developed 
countries leading the way.   
 
Sustainable development has not been able to find the political entry points to make real progress.  

The lack of implementation of sustainable development is partly a lack of entry points to make real progress. As 
noted, the economic agenda and economic institutions have had greater influence than those governing 
environmental and social issues, at both the national and international level. Environment ministries tend to be 
weaker departments; and they do not control the policy tools required to drive real change. 
 
With no strong entry point for sustainable development, climate change has in many ways has become the de 
facto proxy for implementation of the sustainable development agenda. Implementation of actions to mitigate 
and adapt to climate change—such as reducing deforestation, promoting sustainable energy, improved 
agricultural methods—have the potential to bolster sustainable development. But this can be a limited approach 
for sustainable development given the current state of the climate change negotiations, and that climate change 
is also perceived as an environmental issue and lacks entry points. In addition, the many other agendas now 
under the climate change “tent” are working to weigh down prospects for a future comprehensive and binding 
accord. There is a critical need for a deepened understanding, at all levels, of the complex interactions between 
the economy, social development, and the environment. 
 
 

5.0 Moving Ahead 
 
While some would argue that we have failed on sustainable development, 20 years is a relatively short time 
frame to implement the needed changes on such a complex and challenging issue. The needed systemic changes 
will require a revolution in the way the world does business, and this will impact lifestyles and consumption 
patterns—especially so in developed countries, but also for the growing middle class in developing countries. 
Such changes are difficult, and have been resisted in a world that has put economic growth over environmental 
and social issues.  
 
The recent financial crisis and the beginning of the collapse of trust in the liberalization and globalization model, 
could open the door for a new sustainable development paradigm. A new model could chart a development 
path that truly is concerned with equity, poverty alleviation, reducing resource use, and integrating economic, 
environmental, and social issues in decision making. The opportunity is ripe to move beyond incrementalism to 
real systemic change. 
 
There are hopeful signs for this paradigm shift. Some countries have linked stimulus spending, set up after the 
financial crisis of 2008, with sectors associated with the “green economy” including renewable energy, green 
buildings, clean transportation, water management, and waste management. In total, approximately US$521 
billion was allocated to green activities, or 16.3 percent of total stimulus funding (Robins, Clover and Sarawanan, 
2010, p. 12). The Republic of Korea, the European Union, China, Norway, Australia, and France allocated the 
largest percentage of their stimulus spending to green investments.9    
 

                                                
9 The percentage of the economic stimulus plans allocated to green funds was: South Korea – 78.8 percent, European Union 
– 63.7 percent, China – 33.3 percent, Norway – 29.7 percent, Australia – 22.6 percent, and France – 18.3 percent. The 
United States allocated 11.8 percent of stimulus spending to green investment; and the total amount, US$115.7 billion was 
second to China at $US218.1 billion (Robins, Clover and Sarawanan, 2010, p. 12). 
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Green stimulus spending is expected to yield significant and more sustainable economic growth opportunities, 
benefiting both financial recovery and environmental goals simultaneously. It is too early and too little is known 
about this spending to gauge its true success. Ladislaw and Goldberger (2010, p. 3) note that countries have had 
varying degrees of success in implementing their green stimulus programs with many of the most successful 
likely to be the ones who have strong policy incentives and commercial frameworks to catalyze future green 
investments long after the stimulus is gone.  
 
These investments could prove to be a first step to fuel a new green economy. This move will require radical 
(that is, to the root) technology change, which could act as huge stimulus for economic activity. An increasing 
number of national and sub regional governments could use this opportunity as part of their core industrial 
strategy. As an example, the electrification of the transportation industry will require a massive transformation 
of infrastructure and how things are run, requiring huge investment and creating significant economic activity. 
Making this shift will be difficult and will require that we show that actions can make a difference. Moving to 
this new path will require: 

 Taking sustainable development out of the environment “box” and considering wider social, 
economic, and geopolitical agendas. Many of the needed decisions and actions will take place outside 
the environment community in the fields of energy, security, trade and investment, and development 
cooperation. It will mean breaking down the silos between ministries and looking at “growth” in an 
integrated perspective. WSSD in 2002 had it right in that respect. What we now need is follow up in 
terms of strong engagement at the leadership level and with core public agencies related to finance and 
development. 

 Fundamentally shifting how we develop and evaluate the health of economies, using a 
“Sustainable Economy” as a framework. New metrics will need to measure and report on the 
interconnectedness of various agendas—such as trade, finance, environment, and food.  

 Moving to actual implementation, with real accountability.  We need to go beyond the present 
view of sustainable development as a framework or concept, to concrete action that includes bottom-up 
measurable activities. This includes a shift from “reaching agreement” to “implementation.” This would 
be in line with the OECD’s new thrust in its Development Assistance Committee’s work. Fifteen years of 
frameworks and policy dialogue is enough; it is time to implement and see if all the years of analysis and 
design will bear fruit.   

 Encouraging transparency and accountability in actions. Accountability should be based on 
measuring the impact of actions, not just what actions have been taken. A reformed sustainable 
development system must be performance-based. 

 Using partnerships between government, business and civil society to identify and test new 
approaches, and to scale up promising approaches. Public funding can be used to leverage sustainable 
private investments, but there needs to be recognition that the private sector will be more inclined to 
increase and sustain their investments in sustainable development financing the more they feel their 
voice is being heard and the more they are involved in the policy-making process.   

 Effectively communicating sustainable development successes, policies, and learning. A 
communications vehicle that has effective access points will help kickstart and maintain implementation 
of sustainable development. 

 
Buy-in from political leaders and a coherent cross-government approach are needed elements to implement 
sustainable development. Strong political leadership is required to address the difficult challenges; but that 
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alone is not sufficient. It is also incumbent that sustainable development permeates bureaucratic and corporate 
cultures and systems. 
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