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Common 
Meeting the Call for 
Institutional Change

CommonCommonOUR
Inaction

T
his year, some of the foremost environmental 
thinkers of our time have articulated their 
visions of a sustainable future in books that 
are all very different but share a common 
theme: the world is running out of time to deal 

with a set of seemingly overwhelming environmental 
threats.1 Reading these books over the summer made 
for a somewhat depressing holiday, especially when 
one of the most articulate leaders in environmental 
governance, Gus Speth,2 proposes nothing short of 
an economic and political revolution to get us out of 
the mess.

Although the rapid economic growth of the twenty-
first century has made the situation even worse, many 
of us have heard all this before. There has been no 
shortage of books over the past 30-odd years warn-
ing us of the dire problems we face and calling for 
change. (Remember the 1990s as the “turnaround 
decade”?) Yet we have failed to measure up to the 
threats that seem about to overwhelm us (see the 
box on page 20). Why is this? There are plenty of 
reasons, most of which are articulated in these books: 
the lack of political champions, inadequate financial 
resources, the lack of vision, and the sheer scale of 
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the challenge itself. Others can be found 
in the voices of the scientists who make 
up the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC) or the Millennium 
Ecosystem Assessment. But our failure to 
dramatically reform our domestic institu-
tions and create an international archi-
tecture to respond to the challenges of 
sustainable development must rank at the 
top of the list. Sustainable development is 
not for the faint of heart.

Calling for Institutional 
Change

The writings of scientists like Rachel 
Carson,3 the spread of forest death from 
acid rain in Europe, and the early works 
of Paul Ehrlich4 and Barry Commoner5 in 
the United States, as well as Rolf Edberg6 
and Max Nicholson7 in Europe, prompted 
the environmental revolution of the lat-
ter part of the twentieth century and led 
the Swedish government to propose a 
world conference on the environment. 
The conference took place in Stockholm 
in 1972. 

As the United Nations (UN) proceeded 
with the preparations for this meeting, it 
became evident that the majority of devel-
oping countries perceived environmental 
degradation at best as predominantly a 
problem for wealthy countries. At worst, 
they suspected that environmental mea-
sures would be used against them, slow-
ing their desperately needed development 
programs and placing obstacles in the path 
of their attempts to expand their trade with 
the wealthy. These fears were reinforced 
by the publication of Limits to Growth,8 the 
Club of Rome study launched with great 
fanfare before the conference. The book’s 
emphasis on running out of resources wor-
ried those developing countries exporting 
many of these commodities. And the hints 
of either no or slow growth implied by the 
book set off alarm bells among develop-
ing country officials. They feared that 
the trickle of foreign assistance would be 
redirected to the environmental problems 
that preoccupied the wealthy. Variations 
on this theme can still be heard from many 
developing countries 35 years later.

The conference began to look like 
a looming disaster for the UN. The  
secretary-general at the time, U Thant, 
turned to Maurice Strong to redefine the 
agenda and to bring the developing coun-
tries on board. Strong was the first head of 
the Canadian International Development 
Agency, had extensive experience in the 
development field, and had an excellent 
rapport with many developing country 
leaders. He set about to change the terms 
of the debate through the creation of a 
number of meetings bringing leading 
thinkers from the developing world to 
the table9 and engaged the economist 
and writer Barbara Ward to write one of 
the first books relating environment and 
development. Only One Earth10 went on 
to become a Book of the Month Club 
selection and an international bestseller. 

Stockholm was a media success. More 
journalists attended the conference than 
were present at the Munich Olympics 
later that year. Developing countries 

attended in large numbers, and Indian 
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi made per-
haps the most powerful speech of the 
event when she pointed out the direct 
relationships between poverty and the 
environment.11 For a time, it looked as 
if environmental issues were now on the 
developing world agenda. 

Stockholm was also notable for the 
emergence of nongovernmental organ-
izations (NGOs) as a major force at 
international events. Previous UN con-
ferences had relegated what are now 
called civil society organizations to a 
subsidiary, rather formalistic role. But at 
Stockholm, the NGOs organized photo 
ops, held demos, and published a very 
professional newspaper, The Stockholm 
Conference Eco, which succeeded in 
holding delegates’ feet to the fire, as well 
as providing fodder for the mainstream 
press. Strong had found a way to appeal 
directly to citizens without going through 
their governments.

• Evidence for global warming due 
to human production of carbon dioxide 
and other greenhouse gases is now 
unequivocal.

• Three-quarters of the habitable 
surface of the Earth was disturbed by 
human activity by the end of the twen-
tieth century.

• People represent 0.5 percent of 
animal biomass on Earth, yet, on aver-
age, human appropriation of net terres-
trial primary production is estimated to 
be 32 percent. Locally and regionally, 
impacts are much greater.

• Forty to sixty percent of the nitro-
gen in the human body is comprised of 
industrially produced ammonia.

• Human activities are now the most 
significant force in evolution.

• Human activities have increased 
previous “background” extinction rates 
by between 100 and 10,000 times.

• Between five and 20 percent of 
the approximately 14 million plant and 
animal species on Earth are threatened 
with extinction.

• Between 1970 and 2003, the Liv-
ing Planet Index (LPI) fell by about 30 
percent.

• The terrestrial index (695 species) 
fell by 31 percent, the marine index (274 
species) by 27 percent, and the freshwa-
ter index (344 species) by 29 percent.

• In 2005, some 60 percent (15 out 
of 24) of ecosystem services evaluated 
by the Millennium Ecosystem Assess-
ment were being degraded or used 
unsustainably.

• The population of large preda-
tory fish is now less than 10 percent 
of preindustrial levels. Overharvesting 
has devastated both ocean and inshore 
fisheries.

• More than two million people 
globally die prematurely every year due 
to outdoor and indoor air pollution and 
respiratory disease.

• Per capita availability of fresh 
water is declining globally, and contam-
inated water remains the single greatest 
environmental cause of human sickness 
and death.

HUMAN IMPACTS ON THE BIOSPHERE

Source: W. M. Adams and S. J. Jeanrenaud, Transition to Sustainability: Towards a Humane 
and Diverse World (Gland, Switzerland: IUCN–The International Union for the Conservation 
of Nature, 2008), Table 3.1, 16. Reprinted with permission.
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The conference adjourned, having 
passed 109 resolutions, issued a dec-
laration, and laid the foundations for 
the establishment of the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP). Head-
quartered in Nairobi, UNEP was created 
the following year as the first UN agency 
to be located in a developing country.12

The years following Stockholm led to 
a flurry of environmental activity around 
the world. Environment ministries were 
created in almost every country, and a 
torrent of new legislation poured forth. 
But in another example of the importance 
of science to the environmental debate, 
the alarm bells began ringing again with-
in 10 years.

The Global 2000 Report to the Presi-
dent,13 produced by Jimmy Carter’s 
Council on Environmental Quality, point-
ed to the rapid deterioration in the Earth’s 
environment and highlighted the threat 
to the Amazon and other tropical for-
ests. The World Conservation Strategy, 
produced in 1980 by the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature and 
Natural Resources, World Wildlife Fund, 
and UNEP, reiterated the threats to the 
world’s biodiversity and the need for 
urgent action.14 

This prompted Canada to propose the 
creation of a commission to study the 
relationship between the environment and 
development and to propose solutions to 
the problems unearthed by the scientists. 
Just as the two-week UN conferences 
were the vogue of the 1970s, world com-
missions led by former politicians tended 
to be the solution of the 1980s. But given 
the poisonous nature of developed and 
developing country relations of the time, 
most of these commissions produced 
either bland or divided reports.

The World Commission on Environ-
ment and Development (WCED, or the 
“Brundtland Commission” after its chair, 
the Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem 
Brundtland) was a notable exception to this 
rule. The commission began its work in 
1984 and reported three years later.

The commission was geographically 
balanced; it included a pre-Glasnost Rus-
sian, a pre–Deng Xiaoping Chinese, and 
an American Republican.15 Despite all 

these political handicaps, the unanimous 
report of the commission, Our Common 
Future,16 stands as one of the most influ-
ential documents of its time. 

The report begins with the usual recita-
tion of the environmental horrors facing 
us. Given these scenarios and the political 
realities of the time, the commission-
ers would have been forgiven had they 
simply thrown up their hands. Instead, 
their solution was to greatly broaden 
and breathe life into the concept of sus-
tainable development, which had been 
pioneered by the World Conservation 
Strategy in 1980.17 Rearranging the deck 
chairs on the Titanic simply would not 
do. The world’s economy and its institu-
tions needed fundamental changes.

 Our Common Future brought together 
several critical insights that helped to 
articulate this vision: 

• The environment agencies established 
after Stockholm were given narrow man-
dates to concentrate on the symptoms 
of the problems, not the sources. The 
sources were to be found in fiscal, tax, 
budget, trade, energy, agriculture, and 
other policies. But the agencies respon-

sible for these policies were left with 
their mandates untouched. The resulting 
“react and cure” approach was both very 
expensive and unlikely to be any more 
successful in the future than it had been 
up to that point. The WCED called for 
fundamental changes to policy and gov-
ernance that would make it possible to 
anticipate problems before they happen 
and to get at the root causes.

• The planet was very close to crossing 
many critical environmental thresholds. 
We had reached a point where our envi-
ronment and our economy were so close-
ly interconnected that policies in one 
sphere that ignored the other were bound 

to fail. Yet much like at the international 
level, national environment ministers sat 
at the foot of the table—or perhaps even 
at another, less influential table—and 
were left to cope with the consequences 
of bad economic decisions of the cen-
tral agencies, such as finance, energy, 
and industry departments. A shift from 
unsustainable to more sustainable forms 
of development would require heads of 
government to accept responsibility for 
this new concept, making their key minis-
ters accountable for ensuring policies that 
support a transition to sustainable devel-
opment. With sustainable development 
the driving concept, the government’s 
annual budget would become its most 
important environmental statement. In the 
words of Jim MacNeill, the commission’s  
secretary-general and the main author 
of the report, “If we change the way we 
make decisions, we will change the deci-
sions we make. Conversely, if we don’t, 
we won’t.”18

• If changing the way decisions are 
made was one of the keys at the nation-
al level, it was also important inter-
nationally. The commission called for 

the strengthening of UNEP as well as 
the other components of the system of 
international environmental governance. 
It also called upon international aid agen-
cies and development banks to make sus-
tainable development the ultimate goal 
of their activities. It displayed a mas-
tery of realpolitik in calling for a high-
level international conference by 1992 to 
assess progress made in the implementa-
tion of its recommendations. 

• The commission pointed out the central 
importance of international equity. Sustain-
able development cannot be achieved while 
the enormous gaps between developed and 
developing countries continue to exist.

Rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic 
simply would not do. The world’s  

economy and its institutions needed  
fundamental changes.
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• The WCED understood the impor-
tance of transparency in environmental 
policymaking. The commission held pub-
lic hearings in Indonesia, Brazil, Canada, 
Zimbabwe, Kenya, the then USSR, and 
Japan. The commissioners were able to 
hear first hand from indigenous peoples, 
environmentalists, and the private sec-
tor. MacNeill maintains that these hear-
ings helped to make the environmental 
problems real to the members.19 This 
realization was the principal reason for 
their emphasis on transparency and the 
engagement of civil society and the cor-
porate sector as crucial components of 
sustainable development. This was too 
important to trust to governments alone.

The release of the report triggered a 
lively debate about sustainable develop-
ment. People discussed its definition, 
meaning, and practicality and asked 
whether it was merely a hoax designed to 
allow economic growth to proceed with 
only a modicum of safeguards. It also 
triggered preparations for the next major 
environmental conference in 1992.

Once again, the evergreen Maurice 
Strong emerged, as secretary-general of 
the UN Conference on Environment and 
Development. Wary as always of falling 
into the trap of simply replicating past 
successes, Strong was determined to up 
the ante. Instead of the usual meeting 
of environment ministers, he persuaded 
the UN and his Brazilian hosts to have 
the meeting at the heads-of-government 
level. And to make sure that there would 
be something for the leaders to sign when 
they were in Rio, he urged the negotiators 
of what would become the Conventions on 
Biological Diversity and Climate Change 
to accelerate their negotiating timetables 
so that the agreements would be ready  
for signature.

Thus the lessons of Brundtland were 
applied. (Strong was a member of the 
WCED.) If sustainable development was 
to be achieved, the transition needed to 
be driven by the heads of government and 
not environment ministers. But on the 
road to Rio, governments balked at fol-
lowing an agenda focused on sustainable 
development, built around the headings 
in the Brundtland report. Despite Strong’s 

efforts, most developing countries still per-
ceived of Stockholm as a meeting on the 
environment, and they were determined to 
prevent a recurrence of what they felt had 
happened in the years following Sweden. 
They resisted the new integrated agenda. 
So the Rio Earth Summit effectively fol-
lowed two agendas: the developing coun-
try agenda of trade liberalization, debt 
relief, poverty reduction, and an increase 
in foreign assistance; and the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) agenda of climate change, 
biodiversity loss, deforestation, and the 
decline of the world’s marine fisheries.

The conference produced mixed results. 
The parallel agendas were eventually 
bridged by an implicit deal between the 
developed and developing world. Devel-
oping countries felt that they had been 
promised a concerted effort on debt relief, 
increased access to the markets of the 
developed world, and a major increase in 
development assistance. In exchange for 
these concessions, they agreed to deal with 
the OECD agenda under the contentious 
principle of “common but differentiated 
responsibility.” This is a UN code phrase 
that puts the onus on developed countries 
to assist developing countries financially 
to deal with problems such as climate 
change that have largely been created by 
the wealthy,  developed countries.

This “deal” subsequently fell apart. 
Although progress eventually was made 
with the Enhanced Heavily Indebted Poor 
Countries Initiative to relieve the debt 
burdens of the poorest countries, the 
Uruguay Round of trade negotiations 
failed to deliver significant benefits to 
many developing countries. And the lev-
els of foreign assistance in fact declined 
throughout the 1990s. This decline has 
only recently been reversed following 
the Monterey Conference of 2003 and 
adoption of the Millennium Develop- 
ment Goals. 

The failure of the Rio bargain has con-
tinued to undermine international progress 
on issues such as climate change, where 
developing countries remain suspicious 
of the sincerity of wealthy-country com-
mitments. And the institutionalization 
of sustainable development within the 

international environmental governance 
system has been a signal failure. The Rio 
Conference called for the creation of the 
UN Commission for Sustainable Devel-
opment. The commission was to meet 
on an annual basis to assess national and 
international progress toward sustainable 
development. It was to be innovative in 
nature, involving civil society in its delib-
erations, and the delegations attending 
each session would be drawn from minis-
ters responsible for economic and energy 
departments, as well as environmental 
officials. It continues to meet; however, 
it has no authority. It has never attracted 
significant representation from anywhere 
other than environment departments, and 
it really should be taken out of its misery 
and abolished.

We have, therefore, three main events 
that placed sustainable development 
firmly upon the international agenda. 
The UN attempted to make it four by 
repeating the Rio formula at the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development in 
Johannesburg in 2002, with very limited 
success. In fact the summit had all the 
hallmarks of an event searching for a 
purpose other than to remind participants 
that 10 years had passed since Rio and 
20 since Stockholm, with only limited 
achievements to celebrate.

In Our Common Future’s final chap-
ter, “Towards Common Action: Proposals 
for Institutional and Legal Change,”20 
the Brundtland Commission articulated 
the need to make heads of government 
and major corporations responsible for 
driving sustainable development. It also 
exhorted these leaders to ensure that the 
environment and economics are integrat-
ed in decisionmaking. What has become 
of these recommendations?

Private-Sector Steps  
toward Sustainability

Much progress is to be found in the more 
enlightened parts of the private sector. 
After watching NGOs make the most out 
of Stockholm and the Brundtland Com-
mission, the business community decided 
to play catch up. The emergence of the 
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Business Council for Sustainable Devel-
opment (now the World Business Council 
for Sustainable Development, WBCSD) 
before Rio and the publication of its land-
mark report, Changing Course,21 moved 
industry from the periphery to the center 
of the sustainable development debate. 
WBCSD represents more than 200 CEOs 
from some of the world’s largest compa-
nies. Industry went on to provide one of 
the highlights of the Johannesburg meet-
ing with an entire day devoted to busi-
ness and the environment. This meeting 
spawned a series of civil society–industry 
partnerships throughout the developing 
world and gave encouragement to the 
emerging corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) movement.

There are many reasons for the emer-
gence of CSR, but there is no doubt that 
Rio, Johannesburg, and the debate on 
climate change have been among the 
major drivers moving companies in this 
direction. And sustainable development 
has been one of the keystones of CSR. 

The last two decades have seen an 
explosion of thought about the social and 
environmental role of business. Here one 
thinks of concepts such as the triple bot-
tom line, pioneered by John Elkington, 
cofounder of SustainAbility,22 or envi-
ronmentalist Paul Hawken’s concept of 
natural capital or the Natural Step.23 
The Global Reporting Initiative,24 which 
developed voluntary standards for report-
ing on sustainable development, now 
attracts more than 1,000 people to its 
annual conferences, and hundreds of 
companies use its formula to produce 
annual sustainability reports.

Companies subscribe to voluntary stan-
dards such as the Equator Principles,25 
which set specific criteria designed to 
make the lending practices of major 
banks more sustainable. The Extrac-
tive Industry Transparency Initiative26 
encourages its members to publish the 
amounts of royalties paid to host govern-
ments in an effort to combat corruption. 
An increasing number of companies that 
manufacture forest products have moved 
to have their operations certified by the 
Forest Stewardship Council,27 an NGO 
originally established through an initia-

tive by the World Wildlife Fund. And 
there are many more of these initiatives 
and many more NGOs set up to minimize 
the amount of “greenwash” involved.

In addition to the banks that have 
adopted the Equator Principles, there has 
been a huge increase in the number of 
pension plans, other institutional capital 
pools, and even individual investors now 
regularly scanning potential investments 
for such things as carbon liabilities and 
other components of socially respon-
sible investments.28 These investors are 
now starting to use their capital in more 
sustainable ways. For example, more 
than one-third of global electricity invest-
ments last year went to the wind energy 
sector, and private investors and founda-
tions are now leading the battles against 
AIDS, malaria, and tuberculosis.

Finally, a number of initiatives—such 
as the Global Compact, established 
by former UN Secretary-General Kofi 
Annan and involving more than 1,000 
participants—bring companies togeth-
er voluntarily to adopt certain operat-
ing principles to encourage sustainable 
behavior, and others combat AIDS or 
other infectious diseases.

Despite these promising initiatives, not 
all is rosy on the corporate front. These 
initiatives still involve relatively few com-
panies. Furthermore, they are often asso-
ciated with a senior executive or CEO. 
When that person passes from the scene, 
it is often difficult to maintain the momen-
tum. The programs are all voluntary, and 
experience with a number of voluntary 
initiatives shows that they are often too 

easy to flaunt or abuse, and the signatories 
do not scrutinize each other’s performance 
against the criteria. And it remains to be 
seen how many of these good works will 
survive the current recession, when the 
cruel realities of the bottom line begin to 
bite. Those companies that firmly believe 
that there is a strong business case for 
sustainable development and have built 
it into their core business models will 
probably stay the course. But they are a 
small percentage of the small percentage 
of all companies that have taken these 
concepts to heart. And these are large 
corporations with substantial intellectual 
and financial resources; the majority of 
jobs worldwide are provided by small 
and medium-sized enterprises for which 
these concepts are foreign. Finally, it is a 
real challenge to begin to involve the new 

centers of economic decisionmaking in 
the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India, 
and China, the fastest-growing emerging 
economies)29 or the sovereign investment 
funds in subscribing to principles or codes 
of conduct that they have taken no part in 
developing.

Instead, market-based solutions are all the 
rage nowadays. Cap-and-trade systems, as 
well as carbon taxes, are seen as the answer 
to the challenges of climate change. Carbon 
markets will facilitate the flow of investment 
capital into energy projects in India and 
China and the rest of the developing world 
through new, complex financial products. 
Even those worried about biodiversity loss 
are touting the new concepts of valuation 
and purchasing of ecological goods and 
services. Nicholas Stern, in his report for 

It is a real challenge to begin to involve 
the new centers of economic  

decisionmaking in Brazil, Russia, India, 
and China in subscribing to principles or 

codes of conduct they have taken  
no part in developing.
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the British government on the economics 
of climate change, has pointed out that the 
costs of doing nothing are far higher than 
the costs of changing market signals to deal 
with the problem.30 Voluntary actions, such 
as those outlined above, can be of enormous 
value to sustainable development. But the 
real action will only happen when mar-
ket signals and environmental signals both 
point in the same direction. Stern’s report is 
full of examples of how this can be made  
to happen.31

But recent events on Wall Street have 
reminded us of the need for both caution 
and regulation to correct market failures and 
fully understand the new financial products 
that the market constantly creates and that 
now threaten to bring it to its knees.

The private sector and private capital 
must be a large part of the solution to sus-
tainable development. But we will need to 
develop transparent processes for mobiliz-

ing that capital and for providing private 
investors with the necessary incentives to 
invest for the longer-term solutions that 
help to bring about sustainability. The 
more enlightened companies realize this 
and have indeed called for well-drafted 
and implemented regulation.32

National Policies and 
Institutions

What about national governments? 
Have they prepared the national sustain-
able development strategies recommend-
ed by the Brundtland Commission—most 
importantly, integrating environmental 
considerations into economic policies and 
shifting toward “green” taxes? A group of 

researchers from the International Insti-
tute for Sustainable Development, Stra-
tos, Inc., and the Environmental Policy 
Research Center at the Freie Universität 
of Berlin looked at 19 countries with 
somewhat regular sustainable develop-
ment reporting33—and here the record is 
very mixed. 

Both the Brundtland report and the 
commitment to sustainable development 
have been taken far more seriously in 
Europe than in the rest of the world, and 
even there the record has been spotty. The 
European Union itself has built sustain-
ability into its basic documents. Start-
ing with the Maastricht Treaty, sustain-
able development has become one of its 
main goals, and its policies are measured 
against sustainable development criteria. 
The European Union routinely subjects 
even its trade commitments to sustain-
ability analysis. 

Sweden and Switzerland have also built 
sustainable development into their consti-
tutions. The Swiss constitution imposes 
a binding commitment on all levels of 
government to act sustainably.

Many European countries have used 
fiscal policy to encourage sustainability. 
The European Union has established an 
emissions trading system involving more 
than 8,000 installations throughout the 
member states. It has succeeded in turning 
carbon into a commodity that must now be 
accounted for on balance sheets and pro-
vides real incentives for those companies 
who are prepared to invest in efficiency 
and renewables. The Scandinavian coun-
tries have used economic incentives to 
change behavior through remodeling their 
tax and expenditure regimes to shift the 

burden of costs to the “bads” rather than 
the goods. Sweden began tax shifting in 
1991 when they raised taxes on carbon and 
sulfur emissions and cut income taxes. Ten 
years later, they increased taxes on diesel 
fuel, heating oil, and electricity and cut 
income taxes. More than 6 percent of all 
government tax revenue has been shifted 
in this manner.

Germany has established 21 measur-
able “hard targets” in its sustainability 
plan, including a target of doubling the 
share of renewable energy in the electric-
ity sector by 2010.

European governments have also 
experimented with changing the way they 
make decisions by requiring environ-
mental assessments of all policy deci-
sions before they are made and introduc-
ing stronger cabinet responsibility for 
sustainable development. During Prime 
Minister Tony Blair’s era of “joined-up 
government,” for example, Britain estab-
lished a Green Cabinet. Each department 
was required to designate a green minis-
ter to represent it on a cabinet subcom-
mittee of other green ministers. Germany 
established a similar cabinet coordinated 
directly from the chancellor’s office.

Integrating environment and economic 
decisionmaking has proven to be a tough 
task, even in Europe, where the politics 
of these issues is much different than it is 
in North America or in most of the devel-
oping world. Integrating social sustain-
ability is both more difficult and simpler. 
It has been more difficult because it adds 
yet another layer of structural complex-
ity to the decisionmaking process and 
because social sustainability resists defi-
nition and methodological clarity even 
more stubbornly than economics and the 
environment. It is simpler because all 
governments have social policies and 
spend large proportions of their budgets 
on what most of us would agree are social 
policies—health, education, income sup-
port for the poor, pensions, and the like. 
Those policies can be judged on their 
own. OECD publishes reams of compara-
tive statistics for its member countries 
on their progress in these areas, and the 
UN Development Programme’s Human 
Development Report and the World 

 The commitment to sustainable  
development has been taken far more 

seriously in Europe than in the rest of the 
world, and even there the record  

has been spotty.
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Bank’s World Development Report are 
at pains to extend some of this analysis 
to the developing world as a whole. So 
there are metrics for judging how well or 
badly governments have dealt with these 
problems. Regular reporting on progress 
(or lack of it) on the achievement of the 
Millennium Development Goals has also 
provided useful, if depressing, snapshots 
on how the world is progressing on a 
subset of these issues.

On the whole, it is fair to say that these 
policies have been undertaken indepen-
dently of their importance to sustainable 
development by governments. Even in 
the case of those most committed to sus-
tainable development—Germany and the 
Nordic countries, for example—it would 
be difficult to isolate social policies that 
owe their origins primarily to a desire 
to complete the sustainable development 
triad of economic growth and equity, 
natural resource conservation, and social 
development, rather than for other policy 
or political reasons. 

Change within Aid Agencies

What about the development assistance 
agencies who were challenged by Brundt-
land to put sustainable development at the 
core of their mandates?

As far back as the 1970s, I participated 
in two major exercises at the International 
Institute for Environment and Develop-
ment designed to assess how well the 
multilateral development banks and the 
bilateral agencies had incorporated the 
environment into their mandates.34 They 
were just starting, with the World Bank 
and the United States Agency for Inter-
national Development making the most 
solid commitments. The other multilateral 
banks were struggling with the concept, 
and the bilaterals were all over the place.

Environmental guidelines are now well 
established in these organizations. All 
have produced numerous outlines and 
checklists for their project staffs to fol-
low. Environmental impact assessments 
are routinely required for large proj-
ects.35 Technical staffs are competent and 
well supported. OECD’s Development 

Assistance Committee has developed 
guidelines for Strategic Environmental 
Assessments, incorporating the environ-
ment into country reporting. The World 
Bank has an independent inspection panel 
to respond to people directly affected by 
World Bank projects who complain that 
the Bank has not followed its own poli-
cies and procedures. Many of the other 
multilaterals have followed suit. And their 
publications are replete with references to 
sustainable development.

But somehow these phrases do not ring 
completely true. It can be difficult to rec-
oncile the need to dispense large amounts 
of money quickly and efficiently while 
building in the appropriate safeguards. 
This difficulty can be compounded in 
an era where the emphasis has been on 
recipient-driven foreign assistance. If sus-
tainable development is low on the prior-
ity list of the recipient, it can be difficult 
for even the most proper donor to insist 
on another priority. 

The World Bank has recently con-
ducted an evaluation of its environmental 
programs since 1990, and the results 
are a sobering reminder of how difficult 
integrating environmental and economic 
concerns can be:

[T]he institution has not been able to 
integrate environmental stewardship cen-
trally or integrally into country programs, 
incorporate them as requirements for 
sustainable growth, and provide lend-
ing for environmental priorities—often 
because of lukewarm interest from the 
countries. Environmental sustainability 
must become a core part of the World 
Bank Group’s strategic directions and 
receive fuller attention in Regional and 
country assistance strategies. Opera-
tional teams need to collaborate more 
effectively across sectoral boundaries 

and build stronger skills in vital environ-
mental areas, from pollution control to 
biodiversity conservation.36

Sustainable development is an integra-
tive concept that is difficult to incorporate 
in the sectoral world of the aid business. As 
a result, the environmental piece of the sus-
tainability puzzle becomes just another sec-
tor. Nowhere is this more clearly illustrated 
than in the Millennium Development Goals, 
which have had a powerful influence on the 

aid agencies. They simplify the world into 
eight understandable, quantifiable targets. 
Yet its environmental goal to “ensure envi-
ronmental sustainability” is almost impos-
sible to quantify and sits alone with very 
little, if any, connection to the others.

International Regimes for 
Sustainable Development

To complete our tale of gloom, we need 
only turn to the subject of international 
governance of the environment. The good 
news is that we have been very active in 
the creation of international regimes for 
environmental protection. UNEP tells us:

Today there are over 500 international 
treaties and other agreements related to 
the environment, of which over 320 are 
regional. Nearly 60 percent date from 
1972, the year of the Stockholm Confer-
ence, to the present. Since 1972, there has 
been an accelerated increase in MEAs 
[multilateral environmental agreements]; 
over 300 agreements were negotiated.37 

The bad news is that most of these 
agreements are supported by small sec-
retariats with inadequate budgets. They 
are scattered all over the world and have 
few economies of scale.38 And none have 

Sustainable development is an integrative 
concept that is difficult to incorporate in 
the sectoral world of the aid business. 
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effective compliance regimes. They also 
are cursed by a lack of accountabil-
ity. Although these are legal agreements, 
most governments seem willing to sign 
up to a whole series of commitments 
with little intent of honoring the major-
ity of them. While membership in the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) carries 
with it commitments that are subject to 
a form of adjudication, and member-
ship in the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) involves a close monitoring of 
domestic financial conditions, belonging 

to an international environmental agree-
ment often seems to have little effect on 
national policy. And failure to reform that 
policy carries no penalties or sanctions. 
If sustainable development is indeed the 
central challenge for the next 50 years, 
this is a curious way to conduct interna-
tional environmental business.

Much of the blame for the ineffective-
ness of these multilateral environmen-
tal agreements lies in the inability of 
UNEP to do its job. Intended to play a 
“catalytic” role, it is not a specialized 
agency and therefore has no regular 
budget. Instead, it is dependent on vol-
untary contributions from governments 
and has to go cap in hand every two 
years. It has nothing like the financial 
resources needed to support its inter-
national environmental mandate. Even 
today, with the heightened awareness 
of climate change and the environment 
in general and under the direction of 
the young, charismatic leader Achim 
Steiner, UNEP’s annual budget has only 
reached $72 million, smaller than that 
of several U.S. private environmental 
organizations.39 With a vast mandate and 
meager resources to carry it out, UNEP 
began to pay less and less attention to 
administering or coordinating the activi-
ties of these multilateral agreements.

UNEP was also hobbled by two disas-
trous political decisions. Its executive direc-
tor initially opposed the creation of the 
Brundtland Commission and, subsequently, 
UNEP did nothing to support the work of 
the commission. It also resisted the cre-
ation of an independent secretariat for the 
Rio conference. Having lost both of those 
battles, it had a dramatically reduced circle 
of international friends when it came time 
to establish the secretariats.

The weakness of this system, par-
ticularly compared to the clout of the 

World Bank, the WTO, and the IMF, has 
led to calls for reform. As early as the 
1988 G-7 summit, German Chancellor 
Helmut Kohl was calling for the cre-
ation of a global environmental agency. 
This would allow a consolidation of the 
various components of the international 
environmental system but would also 
create an agency with enough muscle to 
stand up to these 800-pound gorillas of 
the international system.

Periodically, governments and scholars 
have revived this idea. Former President 
Jacques Chirac of France took up the 
cudgels most recently, calling for a global 
environmental organization in his speech 
to the 2002 Johannesburg Conference.40 
At the end of his reign in 2007, he per-
sonally took charge of a major interna-
tional conference at the Élysée Palace, 
which produced the “Appel de Paris” 
(Paris Call to Action), promoting the idea 
yet again.41 

Meanwhile, the UN, which specializes 
in trying to reform itself, established yet 
another panel to examine the issue. The 
latest high-level panel has just delivered 
its report to the UN General Assembly.42 
Their report, if adopted, cleans up some 
of the failures of the current system but 
does not go to the roots of the problem: 
lack of money and influence.

It is unlikely that the calls for a new 
organization will succeed. The idea is 
opposed by many governments, includ-
ing the United States, China, Russia, and 
India. There is enormous inertia within 
the UN system itself. And UNEP, under 
Executive Director Steiner, is exhibit-
ing a new sense of life. The optimists43 
hope for a reinvigorated UNEP with a 
decent, assured budget, perhaps recast 
as a specialized agency with the multi-
lateral environmental secretariats at least 
clustered around areas of similarity (for 
example, biodiversity and species, chem-
icals, and hazardous substances).44 

There are no shortages of ideas for 
fundamental reform. Maurice Strong has 
proposed that an environmental security 
council be created to ensure that these 
issues are dealt with at the highest levels. 
This could spring either from a rejuve-
nation of the obsolete UN Trusteeship 
Council or special sessions of the UN 
Security Council. He has also suggested 
a merger between the UN’s development 
and environment programs.45 The problem 
is not a lack of imagination. It is a lack of 
consistent political leadership.

A Call for Leadership

Much has happened since 1987. Sustain-
able development is now part of the inter-
national lexicon. It is now incorporated the 
mandates of many of the world’s financial 
and commerce institutions. Indeed, it is 
firmly entrenched in the mandate of the 
WTO and of the now-stalled Doha Round 
of Trade Negotiations. It has established a 
strong beachhead among the governments 
of Europe. Many European countries have 
adopted policies that use the market to 
correct market failures. China’s leaders 
have committed themselves personally 
to put China on a more sustainable, less 
resource-intensive course over the next 
two decades. And the leaders of industry 
have begun to apply their resources and 
ingenuity to the issue. Civil society has 
grown exponentially in developed and 
developing countries and is now an inte-
gral part of all international negotiations, 
along with business.

Much of the blame for the ineffectiveness 
of multilateral environmental agreements 
lies in the inability of UNEP to do its job.
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Despite all this progress, the prob-
lems that Brundtland and her colleagues 
warned us we had little time to solve are 
much worse now, as we are reminded 
almost daily by the scientific commu-
nity. The pleas of NASA climatologist 
James Hanson46 and his colleagues have 
been met by our political leaders with  
slow, minimal progress toward the 2009 
climate conference in Copenhagen. This 
gulf became painfully apparent when  
R. K. Pachauri, chair of the IPCC, 
and Al Gore, former U.S. vice presi-
dent, arrived at the UN Climate Change 
Conference in Bali last December after 
receiving their Nobel Prizes in Norway. 
They delivered a crisp, rather frighten-
ing view of the Earth’s future as its cli-
mate continues to change dramatically. 
The government delegates greeted their 
addresses with a drawn-out debate about 
whether to include some reference to the 
IPCC targets for the period 2015–2020. 
Urged on by the United States, Canada, 
and Japan, they decided that the docu-
ment should proceed without these sorts 
of targets. 

Nicholas Stern has calculated the very 
real costs of doing nothing about climate 
change at 5–20 percent of global gross 
national product and the much more 
modest cost of dealing with the problem 
at 1 percent.47 Jeffrey Sachs, Colum-
bia University’s answer to the Energizer 
bunny, has stated that we could deal with 
the problems of climate change, as well 
as development, for little more than 2.5 
percent—again not a huge figure.48 But 
their pleas are falling on deaf ears.

Sustainable development is an issue 
that is crying out for political leadership. 
We have developed enough experience 
over the past 20 years to know what to 
do about most aspects of the issue. We 
think that the costs are affordable. We 
have ideas for reform of the system of 
international environmental governance.
Yet history tells us that these ideas do not 
move without U.S. leadership. The Nixon 
administration took a lead role in the 
successes of Stockholm. The first Bush 
administration was not a helpful force in 
Rio. The Clinton administration played 
a major role in salvaging the Kyoto 

Protocol but then did little to aid in its 
implementation. And the current admin-
istration has actively opposed almost 
every attempt at international agreement 
on the environment, climate, or sustain-
able development. Although resolving 
the U.S. financial crisis will be at the top 
of the next president’s agenda for years to 
come, climate change and the strategies 
for sustainable development needed to 
prevent it will be the major challenge fac-
ing President Barack Obama or President 
John McCain.
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