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Sustainable Development
Policy

John Middleton
Brock University, St. Catharines, Canada

Sustainable development is an approach that seeks to pro-
vide quality of life for all people. It is based on the notion
that economic growth (particularly in poorer countries) and
social equity are essential, but that they alone are not ade-
quate; life in environmental harmony with the planet is also
essential, even from a purely human point of view. The
well-known definition of the Brundtland Commission (World
Commission on Environment and Development, 1987) is
widely accepted in principle: “sustainable development is
development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs.”

The global community invested heavily in negotiations on
sustainable development in the 1990s, trying to agree on
ways to put this principle into practice. The Rio Earth Sum-
mit in 1992 (see UNCED (United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development), Volume 4) was a mam-
moth event, and included the largest meeting of national
Heads of State and of Government on any subject up to
that time. Post-Rio negotiations on parts of the sustainable
development agenda have seen even larger official summits.

As a result, our collective understanding of the relation-
ship between sustainable development and global change,
and our ideas on how to proceed towards solutions, are
much more sophisticated now than they were 10 years ago.
On the other hand, the critical link between principle and
practice, or between theory and action, still requires much
work.

The global negotiations on sustainable development
(Box 1) sometimes resemble an exotic ritual theatre with
words (many, many words) bearing little resemblance to
the everyday reality of our planet. On the surface, there is
little relation to the biophysical understanding of environ-
ment, and even less to the complex science of atmospheric
chemistry and global climate change. Nevertheless there is
a compelling logic, albeit not primarily a scientific one. Sus-
tainable development policy often makes more sense when
organized along the following four dimensions.

1. Ecology, economy, society : the sustainable develop-
ment approach to global change, as to other issues,
is based on the idea (or theory, or article of faith),
that development and environment need each other.
That is, considered properly, there is no necessary

Box 1 The principal sustainable development
negotiations

ž United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (UNCED); Rio de Janeiro, 1992, and
subsequent annual meetings of the United Nations
Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD)
since 1993;

ž Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD); Rio de
Janeiro, 1992, and subsequent meetings of the
Conference of the Parties (COP) to the convention in
Nassau (1994), Jakarta (1995), Buenos Aires (1996),
Bratislava (1998) and Nairobi (2000);

ž Framework Convention on Climate Change (FCCC);
Rio de Janeiro, 1992, and subsequent meetings
of the COP in Berlin (1995), Geneva (1996), Kyoto
(1997), Buenos Aires (1998), Bonn (1999) the Hague
(2000) and Bonn (2001);

ž World Conference on Sustainable Development
in Small Island Developing States; Bridgetown,
Barbados, 1994;

ž International Convention to Combat Desertification
and Drought Particularly in Africa; Paris, 1994, and
subsequent meetings of the COP in Rome (1997),
Dakar (1998), Recife (1999) and Bonn (2001);

ž International Conference on Population and Devel-
opment (ICPD), Cairo, 1994;

ž World Summit for Social Development (WSSD),
Copenhagen, 1995;

ž Fourth World Conference on Women (FWCW),
Beijing, 1995;

ž United Nations (UN) Conference on Human Settle-
ments (Habitat II), Istanbul, 1996.

trade-off between environmental and human values,
with one or the other winning at the expense of the
other. Instead, any rational, sustainable policy will be
a seamless integration of ecological, economic, and
social factors, sometimes expressed as the three E’s,
i.e., ecology, economy, and equity. Climate change
policy offers a clear example. It would be a fool-
ish waste of time to try to deal with global climate
change by trying to ignore the enormous economic
forces at stake linked by way of carbon to the fossil
fuel economy. Equally, it would be politically impos-
sible (even before entering into questions of global
justice) to negotiate a global climate change policy
without recognizing that some countries will have to
take more responsibility for action than others, based
on their respective levels of socio-economic develop-
ment – common but differentiated responsibilities (see
Common but Differentiated Responsibility Principle
(Stockholm/Rio), Volume 4), according to the stan-
dard jargon. By this logic, a sustainable development
approach incorporating ecological, social, and eco-
nomic factors is not the best approach, it is the only
feasible approach to a global climate policy. This is a
technical, not a moral conclusion.
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2. Scale: sustainable development makes explicit state-
ments about scale, both spatial and temporal. The
environmentalist agenda once focused on ensuring a
healthy environment for future generations (temporal
or intergenerational equity). The sustainable develop-
ment agenda has evolved to give equal attention to the
environmental problems faced by the current genera-
tion (spatial inequalities). This understanding was key
to getting all countries, not just the rich minority, to
the negotiating table at the same time.
The nature of proposed actions has also evolved con-
siderably through the course of the sustainable devel-
opment negotiations. Once it was assumed that most
actions would be by national governments, because
the biophysical reality of global change demands
action at the national and global scales, and because
national governments are the traditional actors in global
diplomacy. Now it is increasingly accepted that real
change will also require action closer to the ground,
by municipalities, communities, private companies,
and local non-governmental organizations (NGOs). For
example, one of the most useful products of the sus-
tainable development negotiations is the Best Practices
Database produced by the UN Centre for Human Set-
tlements in conjunction with the Habitat II conference.
The database lists dozens of practical (albeit incremen-
tal) initiatives relevant to climate change, in categories
such as land use management and environmental man-
agement, for emulation elsewhere, most at the munic-
ipal or community (rather than national) scale.
Local scale actions can contribute to sustainability only
if they are widespread and general; otherwise, improve-
ments in one area may be at the expense of increased
problems elsewhere. For example, a rich country could
reduce its emissions of greenhouse gases by moving
some heavy industry to developing countries, but the
net impact on global climate would be nil. Calcula-
tion of net impact requires comparable data from both
countries, in other words, a monitoring and report-
ing system with agreed standards among all countries.
Unfortunately this remains a very controversial topic,
tied up with perceived (or real) threats to national
sovereignty. In the short term, progress may be eas-
ier (albeit still difficult) by way of bilateral agreements
between two countries, under the Actions Implemented
Jointly (AIJ or JI – Article 6.1) provisions of the Kyoto
Protocol.

3. Reactive, anticipatory, radical : responses to environ-
mental problems such as climate change can be thought
of on a continuum from reactive to anticipatory to rad-
ical (or fundamental). The proposal to store liquefied
carbon dioxide in ocean trenches, for example, is reac-
tive: it attempts to undo, partially and temporarily, a
symptom of global change rather than deal with causes.

An anticipatory policy, such as for example more
concentrated urban design, aims to reduce emissions
in the first place, working within existing mechanisms
and structures of the economy. A radical (in the word’s
original sense of root) policy, bioregionalism or dein-
dustrialization for example, questions the fundamental
assumptions of the basic social economic model. Poli-
cies at all points on the continuum can be useful. In
general, the sustainable development negotiations have
tended to shy away from decisions at the extremes of
the policy continuum. The poorer countries tend to be
suspicious of reactive options, as these leave unques-
tioned the unsatisfactory status quo that keeps them in
a position of weakness. On the other hand most par-
ties to the negotiations are suspicious of radical options
that are impossible to apply given the fragile political
consensus that keeps all parties at the negotiating table.
Judgments about what is too radical have evolved over
the course of the 1990s, especially as NGOs have been
allowed a larger and more official role in the negotia-
tions. For example, resolutions accepted unanimously
by the world community to eliminate poverty (World
Summit on Social Development, 1995), and to provide
adequate shelter for all (Habitat II, 1996) are consid-
ered fundamental breakthroughs in the context of the
UN system.

4. Values, ideology, strategy : all thoughtful actions are
ultimately grounded in some set of basic values. The
values are typically crystallized in an ideology, a short
form summary of basic values that eliminates the need
to engage in deep philosophical investigations every
time action is required. In turn, the ideology is put
into place via some coherent strategy linking theory
and practice (Macdonald, 1991). The basic ideology
of the sustainable development negotiations is very
explicit: “Human beings are at the centre of concerns
for sustainable development. They are entitled to a
healthy and productive life in harmony with nature”
(Rio Declaration on Environment and Development,
Principle 1, 1992). The remaining 26 principles of
the Rio Declaration, and the many follow-up nego-
tiations (Box 1) have expanded and elaborated this
fundamental statement, but have remained notably con-
sistent with it. In this sense, sustainable development
is clearly not just another word for environmental-
ism. The links among values, ideology, and strategy
are incomplete until the results of actions are com-
pared against basic values, to check whether the right
results are being attained in practice. In the end, sus-
tainable development policies will have to be judged
by their real impacts on the world, just as will compet-
ing ideologies such as environmentalism or global free
trade.
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International decisions cannot be implemented in the
same way as national ones; the UN is not a super gov-
ernment. Indeed member countries of the UN are obsessive
in avoiding any language that would compromise national
sovereignty. Instead, the influence required for making deci-
sions and taking actions at the global scale comes from two
different sources.

The first source of influence is by way of the tradi-
tional mechanism of diplomacy and negotiation among
national governments for mutually beneficial goals. Some-
times reluctant nations feel compelled to enter such nego-
tiations based on fear of economic pressure, although other
kinds of influence (for example military, or neocolonial)
are still sometimes in play as well. In other circum-
stances national self-interest is clearly advanced by forming
alliances. A classic example is the Association of Small
Island States (AOSIS). Individually the nations involved
are tiny and almost powerless, whereas together they form
an important lobby within the UN’s one country-one vote
system. AOSIS has become an important force in support
of quicker action on global climate change, based on the
reasonable fears of some of its members that their whole
countries may disappear as a result of modest increases in
sea level.

The second source of influence available for implement-
ing sustainable development policy comes in the form
of pressure from members of civil society on their own
national and sub-national governments. This is a relatively
new development in most parts of the world, but one
that has the potential to change significantly the actions
of national governments. In the preparatory meetings for
the Rio conference, security guards were routinely posted
outside committee rooms to ensure that only official gov-
ernment delegates were permitted to enter. At Rio the large
parallel meeting of NGOs caught the world’s attention. By
the time of the Desertification negotiations, NGOs were
participants at the subcommittee level, and this changed
the philosophy of how to attack desertification, stressing
community-scale approaches. By the time of the FWCW
(Fourth World Conference on Women) in Beijing, NGO
complaints about how they were being treated by the
organizers very nearly forced national governments to
cancel their own participation. In the end almost 10 000
non-governmental delegates participated. By the Habitat
II conference in Istanbul in 1996, non-governmental and
community-based organizations, including municipal gov-
ernments, were participating on an equal legal footing
with national delegations in some circumstances, and were
beginning to be included as part of national delegations.
It is no coincidence that this blossoming of the influence
of civil society coincided with the rapid expansion of the
Internet as a routine means of communication beyond most
direct government control.

As national governments were engaged in the official
sustainable development negotiations, they were simulta-
neously coming to an influential agreement on more open
world trade through the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT) and the World Trade Organization (WTO)
process. These parallel trade negotiations also use the
phrase sustainable development, but have used a strikingly
different rhetoric, and different ideological assumptions
about means and ends. Sustainable development argues that
ecological, economic, and social factors are and must be
inextricably linked. By contrast the WTO produced a Singa-
pore Declaration on the occasion of its first summit in 1996
that mentioned environment only once, in paragraph 16,
referring to the existence of a subcommittee. The same
document argued strongly against any attempt to use dis-
crepancies in income or working conditions as grounds for
decisions about international trade, that is, against linking
economic with environmental or social issues. The differ-
ences between the two sets of negotiations were stark, even
though the national governments participating were almost
the same.

Despite the differences, there are some interesting signs
of movement towards a common understanding that may
well provide the most promising tool for a practical sus-
tainable development approach to global change. On the
one hand, the traditional sustainable development commu-
nity realizes that it must of necessity come to terms with,
and harness, the tremendous power of the private sector
and of the international market if it is to make practical
changes in the world. The Global Environmental Facility,
a joint program of the World Bank, the UN Develop-
ment Programme, and the UN Environment Programme,
has provided useful experience. The official participation
of the CBD (Convention on Biological Diversity) in activ-
ities of the WTO, linking, for example, forestry practices,
timber export markets, carbon cycles, and global change, is
an even more promising development.

On the other hand, the WTO is learning that an exclu-
sively technocratic, market-based economic approach is
not adequate even when there is near unanimity among
national governments. The spectacular failure of the Seattle
summit of the WTO (December, 1999) was a very pub-
lic demonstration of this new reality. The experience with
the Multilateral Agreement on Investment was also edu-
cational. This flagship initiative, negotiated mainly behind
closed doors by the world’s most economically powerful
countries, was in the end defeated, primarily by the con-
certed action of non-governmental and community-based
organizations, using the experience and tools learned dur-
ing the sustainable development negotiations, among others,
on how to use the internet as a sophisticated global-scale
organizational tool. Since that embarrassing episode, the
WTO rhetoric has evolved quickly to bring social and envi-
ronmental considerations closer to the heart of the issue.
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The WTO Secretariat’s Trade and Environment Report of
October 1999 is essentially indistinguishable from the view
of the sustainable development lobby:

. . . [T] here is no basis for the sweeping generalizations that
are often heard in the public debate, arguing that trade is either
good for the environment, or bad for the environment. The real
world linkages are a little bit of both, or a shade of grey. Win-
win outcomes can be assured through well designed policies in
both the trade and environmental fields.

(World Trade Organization, 1999)

Actions rather than words will determine whether sus-
tainable development policy is a breakthrough in decision-
making at the global scale, or a costly waste of time and
resources. Great progress has been made at the conceptual
level, but progress towards implementation of significant
changes remains very slow. It is now difficult to imagine
action that does not incorporate the logic of sustainable
development policy, but it remains unclear whether this
framework is sufficient to bring about changes of the scale
necessary to confront the social, economic, and ecological
impacts of global environmental change.
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