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Letter dated 30 January 2012  
from the co-chairs of the high-level panel on Global sustainability  
addressed to the secretary-General

We have the privilege to submit to you the report of the high-level panel on Global sustainability, entitled “Resilient People, Resil-
ient Planet: A Future Worth Choosing”. 

We undertook this report during a period of global volatility and uncertainty. economies are teetering. inequality is growing. and 
global temperatures continue to rise. We are testing the capacity of the planet to sustain us. efforts to reach the Millennium devel-
opment Goals and other social and economic targets are hampered by both the inability to agree on decisive and coordinated 
action in national and multilateral forums, and by unmet commitments for financial support.

The signposts are clear: we need to change dramatically, beginning with how we think about our relationship to each other, to 
future generations and to the ecosystems that support us. our mission as a panel was to reflect on and formulate a new vision for 
sustainable growth and prosperity, along with mechanisms for achieving it.

With 7 billion of us now inhabiting our planet, it is time to reflect on our current path. Today we stand at a crossroads. continuing 
on the same path will put people and our planet at greatly heightened risk. The other path, we believe, provides extraordinary 
opportunity, but we must be committed and courageous in following it. changing course will not be easy. but over time, we believe 
that following a more sustainable path will enhance human well-being, further global justice, strengthen gender equity and preserve 
the earth’s life-support systems for future generations. 

Nearly 20 years after the rio earth summit, the challenge — and opportunities — of sustainable development are more relevant 
than ever. Today we see with increasing clarity that economic growth, environmental protection and social equity are one and the 
same agenda: the sustainable development agenda. We cannot make lasting progress in one without progress on all.

people are at the centre of our vision of sustainable development. our report puts forth a series of core recommendations that, if 
implemented over time, will help lift large swathes of humanity out of dehumanizing poverty; bolster resilience; strengthen global 
equity, including gender equity; transform how we value goods and services and measure growth; preserve valuable ecosystems; 
enhance collaboration, coherence and accountability across sectors and institutions; and create a common framework for global 
sustainability. 

in the year 2030, a child born this year will come of age. our recommendations seek to establish for her, and for all children, a world 
in which a sustainable, inclusive growth provides more for less, for all.

our report is addressed to you, but our recommendations will require commitment — and action — from citizens across all sectors 
of society: from heads of state and Government and local mayors to business executives, scientists, religious leaders, civil society 
activists and not least, the leaders of the next generation, today’s youth. each of us must be a part of the solution.
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Letter dated 30 January 2012  
from the co-chairs of the high-level panel on Global sustainability  
addressed to the secretary-General

We recognize the universal aspiration to sustainable development and our recommendations allow for addressing it in the context 
of diverse national circumstances. implementation has to build on and go beyond agreements and mutual commitments reached 
up to now.

our recommendations emanate from our collective personal experience in the public and private arena — in government service, 
in policy-making roles, in the private sector and civil society. Together, our engagement with the issues we have addressed in the 
report spans several decades

on behalf of the panel, we wish to express our deep appreciation to you, Mr. secretary-General, for your dedicated support and 
commitment not only to the panel, but more fundamentally, to the sustainable development agenda. We are also grateful for the 
support and suggestions received from officials within the United Nations system, Member state delegations and civil society 
organizations with whom we consulted widely. We wish to express our gratitude to the panel members who gave generously of 
their time, experience, and insights in fulfilling this panel’s mission. The secretariat also deserves our deep thanks for its tremendous 
efforts in supporting the work of this panel. 

Tarja Halonen 
co-chair

Jacob Zuma 
co-chair
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Earth provides enough to satisfy every man’s need,  

but not every man’s greed. 

Mahatma Gandhi
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Summary

THe viSioN: A FUTUre WorTH CHooSiNg

a quarter of a century ago, the brundtland report introduced 
the concept of sustainable development to the international 
community as a new paradigm for economic growth, social 
equality and environmental sustainability. it argued that 
sustainable development could be achieved by an integrated 
policy framework embracing all three of those pillars. since 
then, the world has gained a deeper understanding of the 
interconnected challenges we face, and the realization that 
sustainable development provides the best opportunity for 
people to choose their future. The high-level panel on Global 
sustainability argues that by making transparent both the 
cost of action and the cost of inaction, political processes can 
summon both the arguments and the political will necessary to 
act for a sustainable future. The long-term vision of the panel 
is to eradicate poverty, reduce inequality and make growth 
inclusive, and production and consumption more sustainable, 
while combating climate change and respecting a range of 
other planetary boundaries. in light of this, the report makes a 
range of recommendations to take forward the panel’s vision 
for a sustainable planet, a just society and a growing economy.

ProgreSS ToWArDS  
SUSTAiNAbLe DeveLoPmeNT

sustainable development is not a destination, but a dynamic 
process of adaptation, learning and action. it is about recog-
nizing, understanding and acting on interconnections — above 
all those between the economy, society and the natural envi-
ronment. The world is not yet on this path. progress has been 
made, but it has been neither fast nor deep enough, and the 
need for further-reaching action is growing ever more urgent. 
at the same time, we face increasingly powerful drivers of 
change, including the impacts of current production and 
consumption patterns and resource scarcity, innovation, 

demographic change, changes in the global economy, green 
growth, growing inequality, changing political dynamics  
and urbanization.

emPoWeriNg PeoPLe To mAke  
SUSTAiNAbLe CHoiCeS

The more influence we have in society, the greater our poten-
tial impact on the planet and the greater our responsibility to 
behave sustainably. This is more true than ever today, when 
globalization and the pressures on our natural resources mean 
that individual choices can have global consequences. for too 
many of us, however, the problem is not unsustainable choices, 
but a lack of choices in the first place. real choice is only possi-
ble once human rights, basic needs, human security and human 
resilience are assured. priority areas for action include:

•	 delivering on the fundamentals of development: interna-
tional commitments to eradicate poverty, promote human 
rights and human security and advance gender equality 

•	 advancing education for sustainable development, in-
cluding secondary and vocational education, and building 
of skills to help ensure that all of society can contribute to 
solutions that address today’s challenges and capitalize 
on opportunities 

•	 creating employment opportunities, especially for women 
and youth, to drive green and sustainable growth 

•	 enabling consumers to make sustainable choices and ad-
vance responsible behaviour individually and collectively 

•	 Managing resources and enabling a twenty-first-century 
green revolution: agriculture, oceans and coastal systems, 
energy and technology, international cooperation

•	 building resilience through sound safety nets, disaster risk 
reduction and adaptation planning 
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summary

WorkiNg ToWArDS A SUSTAiNAbLe eCoNomy

achieving sustainability requires us to transform the global 
economy. Tinkering on the margins will not do the job. The 
current global economic crisis, which has led many to ques-
tion the performance of existing global economic governance, 
offers an opportunity for significant reforms. it gives us a 
chance to shift more decisively towards green growth — not 
just in the financial system, but in the real economy. policy 
action is needed in a number of key areas, including:

•	 incorporating social and environmental costs in  
regulating and pricing of goods and services, as well  
as addressing market failures

•	 creating an incentive road map that increasingly values 
long-term sustainable development in investment and 
financial transactions

•	 increasing finance for sustainable development, including 
public and private funding and partnerships to mobilize 
large volumes of new financing

•	 expanding how we measure progress in sustainable  
development by creating a sustainable development 
index or set of indicators

STreNgTHeNiNg iNSTiTUTioNAL goverNANCe

To achieve sustainable development, we need to build an effec-
tive framework of institutions and decision-making processes 
at the local, national, regional and global levels. We must over-
come the legacy of fragmented institutions established around 
single-issue “silos”; deficits of both leadership and political 
space; lack of flexibility in adapting to new kinds of challenges 

and crises; and a frequent failure to anticipate and plan for 
both challenges and opportunities — all of which undermine 
both policymaking and delivery on the ground. To build better 
governance, coherence and accountability for sustainable 
development at the national and global levels, priority areas 
for action include:

•	 improving coherence at the subnational, national and 
international levels 

•	 creating a set of sustainable development goals

•	 establishing a periodic global sustainable development 
outlook report that brings together information and 
assessments currently dispersed across institutions and 
analyses them in an integrated way 

•	 Making a new commitment to revitalize and reform  
the international institutional framework, including  
considering the creation of a global sustainable  
development council

CoNCLUSioN: A CALL For ACTioN

active follow-up is now crucial. The panel looks to the secre-
tary-General to implement the recommendations that fall 
within his authority and to take the full set of recommendations 
to the United Nations family as a whole. The panel also looks 
to the secretary-General and the United Nations to use the 
convening power of the organization to advance the recom-
mendations with other stakeholders in the wider international 
community, including governments at all levels, international 
organizations, civil society, the scientific community and the 
private sector.
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impersonal, determinist forces of history. and the exciting 
thing is that we can choose our future.

4. The challenges we face are great, but so too are the new 
possibilities that appear when we look at old problems 
with new and fresh eyes. These possibilities include tech-
nologies capable of pulling us back from the planetary 
brink; new markets, new growth and new jobs emanat-
ing from game-changing products and services; and new 
approaches to public and private finance that can truly lift 
people out of the poverty trap.

5. The truth is that sustainable development is fundamen-
tally a question of people’s opportunities to influence their 
future, claim their rights and voice their concerns. demo-
cratic governance and full respect for human rights are key 
prerequisites for empowering people to make sustainable 
choices. The peoples of the world will simply not toler-
ate continued environmental devastation or the persistent 
inequality which offends deeply held universal principles of 
social justice. citizens will no longer accept governments 
and corporations breaching their compact with them as 
custodians of a sustainable future for all. More generally, 

1. Today our planet and our world are experiencing the best 
of times, and the worst of times. The world is experienc-
ing unprecedented prosperity, while the planet is under 
unprecedented stress. inequality between the world’s rich 
and poor is growing, and more than a billion people still 
live in poverty. in many countries, there are rising waves of 
protest reflecting universal aspirations for a more prosper-
ous, just and sustainable world.

2. every day, millions of choices are made by individuals, 
businesses and governments. our common future lies in 
all those choices. because of the array of overlapping chal-
lenges the world faces, it is more urgent than ever that we 
take action to embrace the principles of the sustainable 
development agenda. it is time that genuine global action 
is taken to enable people, markets and governments to 
make sustainable choices.

3. The need to integrate the economic, social and envi-
ronmental dimensions of development so as to achieve 
sustainability was clearly defined a quarter of a century 
ago. it is time to make it happen. The opportunities for 
change are vast. We are not passive, helpless victims of the 

I. The Panel’s vision

… the long-term vision of the High-level Panel on Global Sustainability is to eradicate poverty, 

reduce inequality and make growth inclusive, and production and consumption more sustain-

able, while combating climate change and respecting a range of other planetary boundaries. 
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The panel’s vision

8. The current global development model is unsustainable. 
We can no longer assume that our collective actions will 
not trigger tipping points as environmental thresholds are 
breached, risking irreversible damage to both ecosystems 
and human communities. at the same time, such thresh-
olds should not be used to impose arbitrary growth ceilings 
on developing countries seeking to lift their people out of 
poverty. indeed, if we fail to resolve the sustainable devel-
opment dilemma, we run the risk of condemning up to 3 
billion members of our human family to a life of endemic 
poverty. Neither of these outcomes is acceptable, and we 
must find a new way forward.

9. a quarter of a century ago, the brundtland report intro-
duced the concept of sustainable development to the 
international community as a new paradigm for economic 
growth, social equality and environmental sustainability. 
The report argued that sustainable development could be 
achieved by an integrated policy framework embracing 
all three of those pillars. The brundtland report was right 
then, and it remains right today. The problem is that, 25 
years later, sustainable development remains a generally 
agreed concept, rather than a day-to-day, on-the-ground, 
practical reality. The panel has asked itself why this is the 
case, and what can now be done to change that.

10. The panel has concluded that there are two possible 
answers. They are both correct, and they are interrelated. 
sustainable development has undoubtedly suffered from 
a failure of political will. it is difficult to argue against the 
principle of sustainable development, but there are few 
incentives to put it into practice when our policies, poli-
tics and institutions disproportionately reward the short 
term. in other words, the policy dividend is long-term, 
often intergenerational, but the political challenge is  
often immediate.

international, national and local governance across the 
world must fully embrace the requirements of a sustain-
able development future, as must civil society and the 
private sector. at the same time, local communities must 
be encouraged to participate actively and consistently 
in conceptualizing, planning and executing sustainabil-
ity policies. central to this is including young people in 
society, in politics and in the economy.

6. Therefore, the long-term vision of the high-level panel 
on Global sustainability is to eradicate poverty, reduce 
inequality and make growth inclusive, and production and 
consumption more sustainable, while combating climate 
change and respecting a range of other planetary bounda-
ries. This reaffirms the landmark 1987 report by the World 
commission on environment and development, “our 
common future” (United Nations document a/42/427, 
annex), known to all as the brundtland report.

7. but what, then, is to be done if we are to make a real 
difference for the world’s people and the planet? We must 
grasp the dimensions of the challenge. We must recognize 
that the drivers of that challenge include unsustainable 
lifestyles, production and consumption patterns and the 
impact of population growth. as the global population 
grows from 7 billion to almost 9 billion by 2040, and the 
number of middle-class consumers increases by 3 billion 
over the next 20 years, the demand for resources will rise 
exponentially. by 2030, the world will need at least 50 per 
cent more food, 45 per cent more energy and 30 per cent 
more water — all at a time when environmental boundaries 
are throwing up new limits to supply. This is true not least 
for climate change, which affects all aspects of human and 
planetary health.
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12

13. That is why the panel argues that the international 
community needs what some have called “a new politi-
cal economy” for sustainable development. This means, 
for example: radically improving the interface between 
environmental science and policy; recognizing that in 
certain environmental domains, such as climate change, 
there is “market failure”, which requires both regulation 
and what the economists would recognize as the pricing 
of “environmental externalities”, while making explicit the 
economic, social and environmental costs of action and 
inaction; recognizing the importance of innovation, new 
technologies, international cooperation and investments 
responding to these problems and generating further 
prosperity; recognizing that an approach should be agreed 
to quantify the economic cost of sustained social exclu-
sion — for example, the cost of excluding women from 
the workforce; recognizing that private markets alone 
may be incapable of generating at the scale necessary to 
bring about a proper response to the food security crisis; 
and requiring international agencies, national Govern-
ments and private corporations to report on their annual 
sustainable development performance against agreed 
sustainability measures. We must also recognize that this 
is a core challenge for politics itself. Unless the political 
process is equally capable of embracing the sustainable 
development paradigm, there can be no progress. 

14. The scale of investment, innovation, technological devel-
opment and employment creation required for sustainable 
development and poverty eradication is beyond the range 
of the public sector. The panel therefore argues for using 
the power of the economy to forge inclusive and sustain-
able growth and create value beyond narrow concepts 
of wealth. Markets and entrepreneurship will be a prime 

11. There is another answer to this question of why sustainable 
development has not been put into practice. it is an answer 
that we argue with real passion: the concept of sustainable 
development has not yet been incorporated into the main-
stream national and international economic policy debate. 
Most economic decision makers still regard sustainable 
development as extraneous to their core responsibilities 
for macroeconomic management and other branches of 
economic policy. yet integrating environmental and social 
issues into economic decisions is vital to success.

12. for too long, economists, social activists and environmen-
tal scientists have simply talked past each other — almost 
speaking different languages, or at least different dialects. 
The time has come to unify the disciplines, to develop 
a common language for sustainable development that 
transcends the warring camps; in other words, to bring 
the sustainable development paradigm into mainstream 
economics. That way, politicians and policymakers will find 
it much harder to ignore.

… the concept of sustainable development 

has not yet been incorporated into the 

mainstream national and international  

economic policy debate … Yet integrating 

environmental and social issues into eco-

nomic decisions is vital to success.
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The panel’s vision

not treated separately if we are to deal with the global 
food security crisis. it is time to embrace a second 
green revolution — an “ever-green revolution” — that 
doubles yields but builds on sustainability principles;

b. it is time for bold global efforts, including launching 
a major global scientific initiative, to strengthen the 
interface between science and policy. We must define, 
through science, what scientists refer to as “planetary 
boundaries”, “environmental thresholds” and “tipping 
points”. priority should be given to challenges now 
facing the marine environment and the “blue economy”;

c. Most goods and services sold today fail to bear the 
full environmental and social cost of production and 
consumption. based on the science, we need to reach 
consensus, over time, on methodologies to price them 
properly. costing environmental externalities could open 
new opportunities for green growth and green jobs;

d. addressing social exclusion and widening social ineq-
uity, too, requires measuring them, costing them and 
taking responsibility for them. The next step is explor-
ing how we can deal with these critical issues to bring 
about better outcomes for all;

e. equity needs to be at the forefront. developing coun-
tries need time, as well as financial and technological 
support, to transition to sustainable development. 
We must empower all of society — especially women, 
young people, the unemployed and the most vulner-
able and weakest sections of society. properly reaping 

driver of decision-making and economic change. and 
the panel lays down a challenge for our Governments 
and international institutions: to work better together in 
solving common problems and advancing shared interests. 
Quantum change is possible when willing actors join hands 
in forward-looking coalitions and take the lead in contrib-
uting to sustainable development.

15. The panel argues that by embracing a new approach to 
the political economy of sustainable development, we will 
bring the sustainable development paradigm from the 
margins to the mainstream of the global economic debate. 
Thus, both the cost of action and the cost of inaction will 
become transparent. only then will the political process be 
able to summon both the arguments and the political will 
necessary to act for a sustainable future.

16. The panel calls for this new approach to the political 
economy of sustainable development so as to address 
the sustainable development challenge in a fresh and 
operational way. That sustainable development is right is 
self-evident. our challenge is to demonstrate that it is also 
rational — and that the cost of inaction far outweighs the 
cost of action.

17. The panel’s report makes a range of concrete recommen-
dations to take forward our vision for a sustainable planet, 
a just society and a growing economy:

a. it is critical that we embrace a new nexus between 
food, water and energy rather than treating them in 
different “silos”. all three need to be fully integrated, 
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j. international institutions have a critical role. interna-
tional governance for sustainable development must 
be strengthened by using existing institutions more 
dynamically and by considering the creation of a global 
sustainable development council and the adoption of 
sustainable development goals;

k. Governments and international organizations should 
increase the resources allocated to adaptation and 
disaster risk reduction and integrate resilience planning 
into their development budgets and strategies;

l. Governments, markets and people need to look 
beyond short-term transactional agendas and short-
term political cycles. incentives that currently favour 
short-termism in decision-making should be changed. 
sustainable choices often have higher up-front costs 
than business as usual. They need to become more 
easily available, affordable and attractive to both poor 
consumers and low-income countries.

18. This panel believes it is within the wit and will of our 
common humanity to choose for the future. This panel 
therefore is on the side of hope. all great achievements in 
human history began as a vision before becoming a reality. 
The vision for global sustainability, producing both a resil-
ient people and a resilient planet, is no different.

19. in 2030, a child born in 2012 — the year our report is 
published — will turn 18. Will we have done enough in the 
intervening years to give her the sustainable, fair and resil-
ient future that all of our children deserve? This report is 
an effort to give her an answer.

the demographic dividend calls on us to include young 
people in society, in politics, in the labour market and 
in business development;

f. any serious shift towards sustainable development 
requires gender equality. half of humankind’s collective 
intelligence and capacity is a resource we must nurture 
and develop, for the sake of multiple generations to 
come. The next increment of global growth could well 
come from the full economic empowerment of women;

g. Many argue that if it cannot be measured, it cannot be 
managed. The international community should measure 
development beyond gross domestic product (Gdp) 
and develop a new sustainable development index or set  
of indicators;

h. financing sustainable development requires vast new 
sources of capital from both private and public sources. 
it requires both mobilizing more public funds and using 
global and national capital to leverage global private 
capital through the development of incentives. offi-
cial development assistance will also remain critical 
for the sustainable development needs of low-income 
countries;

i. Governments at all levels must move from a silo mental-
ity to integrated thinking and policymaking. They must 
bring sustainable development to the forefront of their 
agendas and budgets and look at innovative models of 
international cooperation. cities and local communities 
have a major role to play in advancing a real sustainable 
development agenda on the ground;
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and acting on interconnections — above all those between 
the economy, society and the natural environment. sustain-
able development is about seeing the whole picture — such 
as the critical links between food, water, land and energy. 
and it is about ensuring that our actions today are consist-
ent with where we want to go tomorrow. 

22. With this in mind, how far is the world from a sustainable 
trajectory? how much has really changed since the brundt-
land report, or since the United Nations conference on 
environment and development (earth summit) was held 
in rio de Janeiro, brazil, in 1992, or since the reaffirmation 
of the rio principles at the Johannesburg summit in 2002? 
as shown in box 1, real progress has been made — but the 
world is still not on the path of sustainable development.

A.   eFForTS To ACHieve  
SUSTAiNAbLe DeveLoPmeNT

20. sustainable development was famously defined by “our 
common future” — the landmark report of the World 
commission on environment and development published 
in 1987 — as development that “meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future genera-
tions to meet their own needs”. in this sense, it is not a 
destination, but a dynamic process of adaptation, learning 
and action. 

21. importantly, sustainable development is not a synonym for 
“environmental protection”. instead, sustainable develop-
ment is fundamentally about recognizing, understanding 

Sustainable development is about seeing the whole picture — such as the critical links 

between food, water, land and energy. And it is about ensuring that our actions today are 

consistent with where we want to go tomorrow.

II. Progress towards sustainable development
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B O X  1 :  T H E  G L O B A L  T R A C K  R E C O R D  O N  S U S T A I N A B L E  D E V E L O P M E N T

50+THE OZONE  
LAYER

YEARS UNTIL OZONE LAYER WILL 
RECOVER TO PRE-1980 LEVELS

Depletion of the Earth’s protective layer of stratospheric ozone was one of the 
defining environmental concerns of the late 1980s, following the discovery of a 
major ozone “hole” over the Antarctic. But following the entry into force of the 
Montreal Protocol to the Vienna Convention for the Protection of the Ozone 
Layer in 1989 and a complete phase-out of chlorofluorocarbon production by 
1996, the depletion of the ozone layer has slowed markedly. Without the Mon-
treal Protocol, the Earth would have been on track to lose two thirds of its ozone 
layer by 2065, leading to dramatic increases in skin cancer. Instead, thanks to 
multilateral action, the ozone layer is recovering steadily and Antarctic ozone is 
likely to return to pre-1980 levels sometime between 2060 and 2075.

75%ECONOMIC GROWTH  
AND INEQUALITY

GLOBAL GDP GROWTH  
SINCE 1992 BUT INEQUALITY 
IS STILL HIGH

From 1992 to 2010, the world’s overall GDP grew by 75 per cent and GDP 
per capita by 40 per cent. In per capita terms, middle-income countries 
saw the fastest growth in the 2000s, followed by low-income and then 
high-income countries. Strong economic growth in some developing 
countries has led to dramatic improvements in the lives of many  
poor people.

However, in absolute terms, the per capita income difference between 
rich and poor countries has grown continuously. Gross national income 
per capita (based on purchasing power parity) in high-income countries 
was about 5 times higher than in middle-income countries in 2010 and 
about 30 times higher than in low-income countries. Average country-
level income inequality increased around 20 per cent between 1990 and 
2005, despite a surge in the size of the “global middle class”. The gap 
between rich and poor has widened in many developed countries in the 
past 20 years, and the average income of the richest 10 per cent of the 
population is now about nine times that of the poorest 10 per cent.

27%POVERTY 
ERADICATION

WORLD’S POPULATION  
LIVE IN ABSOLUTE POVERTY 
DOWN FROM 46% IN 1990 

In 2000, the world’s leaders made a promise to halve the 
number of people living in extreme poverty by 2015 com-
pared with 1990. Today, the world is on track to meet that 
target. In 1990, 46 per cent of the world’s population lived in 
absolute poverty. In 2005, this had fallen to 27 per cent, and 
is projected to be below 15 per cent in 2015, putting the world 
comfortably on track to beat the Millennium Development 
Goal of halving global poverty. In China and India combined, 
the number of people living in extreme poverty between 1990 
and 2005 declined by about 455 million, and an additional 
320 million people are expected to join their ranks by 2015.

In sub-Saharan Africa, progress against poverty appears to be 
accelerating, with poverty now forecast to fall to 36 per cent 
by 2015 — a level approaching, but still significantly above, 
the Millennium Development Goal target of 29 per cent.

The following snapshots 

of progress — or lack of 

progress, in some cases 

— give an overview of 

a range of key areas, 

in each case looking at 

changes that took place between 1990 and 2010 

(or the nearest years for which data are available). 

Our objective is to illustrate the direction of travel 

rather than to suggest that any given problem is 

hopeless or has been “solved”. Where has there 

been progress that needs to be built on, and where 

are we off track?
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20MHUNGER AND  
UNDERNOURISHMENT

INCREASE OF  
UNDERNOURISHED PEOPLE 
SINCE 2000

Even as the world’s population has grown to its current level of 7 billion, 
global food production has kept pace: today enough food is produced to 
feed all of us comfortably. However, access to food is another story: hunger 
has risen in recent years and food prices have increased. Small import-
dependent countries, especially in Africa, have been deeply affected by 
the food and economic crises. The number of undernourished people in 
developing countries increased by about 20 million between 2000 and 2008. 
Recent years have also seen the productivity increases of the agricultural 
“Green Revolution” start to run out of steam, with concerns over prices of 
inputs such as fertilizers, water availability and competition for land also 
casting a shadow over the supply outlook — even as demand for food is 
projected to rise by 70 per cent by 2050.

Since the launch of the Education for All initiative and the 
adoption of the Millennium Development Goals in 2000, 
remarkable progress has been made in education world-
wide. Much of it has been in some of the world’s poorest 
countries. From 1999 to 2008, an additional 52 million 
children enrolled in primary school. But globally, poverty 
still kept 67 million children of primary school age out 
of school in 2009. Enrolment rates are slowing in coun-
tries affected by armed conflict, and gender disparities 
still hamper progress for girls, especially in post-primary 
education. About 68 per cent of secondary-school-age 
children were enrolled in 2009, which was a 9 percent-
age point improvement over 1999. Some 16 per cent of 
the world’s adults — 793 million, of whom two thirds are 
women — still lack basic literacy skills. Globally, literacy 
rates are improving, but progress is slow.

67MEDUCATION
CHILDREN OF PRIMARY 
SCHOOL AGE ARE  
OUT OF SCHOOL

FORESTS
HECTARES NET FOREST  
LOSS PER YEAR

Around 13 million hectares of forest were converted to 
other uses or lost each year from 2000 to 2010, as com-
pared with 16 million hectares per year in the 1990s (and 
out of a total global forest area of 4 billion hectares in 
2010). However, the world is still losing forest cover at an 
alarming rate, even if the rate of deforestation now shows 
signs of decreasing. While we have lost 53 per cent of the 
original primary vegetation cover of the planet’s terrestrial 
surface, mostly in developed nations, some developing 
countries, such as Brazil and Indonesia, which had the 
highest net loss of forest in the 1990s, have substantially 
reduced the rate of vegetation loss.

5.2M

3.5HEALTH YEARS INCREASE IN LIFE EXPECTANCY

Worldwide, life expectancy increased by 3.5 years between 1990 and 2010. The 
least developed countries saw a 6-year increase, but their citizens still live 11 fewer 
years than the global average. The mortality rate among children under 5 has 
fallen by a third since 1990 while remaining alarmingly high in sub-Saharan Africa 
and Southern Asia. The Millennium Development Goal of a two-thirds reduc-
tion in infant mortality by 2015 will not be met unless urgent steps are taken to 
address pneumonia, diarrhoea, malaria and malnutrition. Even though the number 
of people living with HIV worldwide continues to grow, in 2009 the estimated 
number of new HIV infections was 19 per cent lower than in 1999. While the annual 
global number of new cases of tuberculosis continued to increase slightly in 
2009, mortality from tuberculosis has fallen by more than a third since 1990, while 
malaria deaths in 2010 were 26 per cent lower than in 2000. However, non-com-
municable diseases — including cardiovascular diseases, some types of cancers, 
chronic respiratory diseases and diabetes — are steadily growing worldwide and 
caused about 36 million deaths in 2008. In addition to other factors, climate 
change is projected to have major negative impacts on human health.
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85%THE OCEANS
OF ALL FISH STOCKS ARE  
OVEREXPLOITED, DEPLETED,  
RECOVERING OR FULLY EXPLOITED

With the majority of the world’s people living in coastal areas, 
oceans are crucial for humanity’s future — whether through direct 
economic activities or because of the environmental services they 
provide. However, overfishing has led to 85 per cent of all fish 
stocks now being classified as overexploited, depleted, recover-
ing or fully exploited, a situation substantially worse than two 
decades ago. Meanwhile, agricultural run-offs mean that levels of 
nitrogen and phosphorus in the oceans have trebled since pre-
industrial times, leading to massive increases in coastal “dead 
zones”. The world’s oceans are also becoming more acidic as a 
result of absorbing 26 per cent of the carbon dioxide emitted into 
the atmosphere, affecting both marine food chains and coral reef 
resilience. If ocean acidification continues, disruptions of food 
chains and direct and indirect impacts on numerous species are 
considered likely with consequent risk to food security, affecting 
the marine-based diets of billions of people worldwide.

884 2.6

2.7

WATER AND 
SANITATION

MILLION PEOPLE  
LACK ACCESS TO  
CLEAN WATER 

BILLION PEOPLE 
WITHOUT ACCESS TO  
BASIC SANITATION

BILLION PEOPLE STILL RELY ON TRADITIONAL BIOMASS USE FOR THEIR COOKING NEEDS

The world is on track to achieve and even exceed the Millennium 
Development Goals target on drinking water. By 2015, nearly 90 per 
cent of the population in developing regions, up from 77 per cent in 
1990, will have access to improved sources of drinking water. Even so, 
as of the end of 2008, 884 million people lacked access to clean water 
and only 57 per cent of the world’s people obtained their drinking water 
from a piped connection. The Millennium Development Goal sanitation 
target is far from being met. Globally, improved sanitation coverage was 
just above the 60 per cent mark in 2008, up from 54 per cent in 1990, 
with over 2.6 billion people still without access. Seven out of 10 people 
without improved sanitation live in rural areas, while in urban areas, 
keeping up with the population increase will require serving another 
700 million people.

20%ENERGY OF WORLD’S POPULATION LACK ACCESS TO ELECTRICITY 

Over 1.3 billion people globally, or 20 per cent of the world’s popula-
tion, lack access to reliable electricity, while 2.7 billion people still 
rely on traditional biomass use for their cooking needs. Yet the Inter-
national Energy Agency estimates that ensuring universal access to 
modern energy services by 2030 — a prerequisite for achieving the 
Millennium Development Goals — could be achieved at relatively low 
cost (less than 3 per cent of the total energy investment required 
by 2030), and with a modest impact on total energy demand and 
carbon dioxide emissions.

Recent years have seen renewable energy’s share of power, heat  
and transport grow strongly, with renewables accounting for an  
estimated 16 per cent of global final energy consumption. Renewable 
energy accounted for about 50 per cent of total added power-gen-
erating capacity in 2010. Progress has been especially marked in the 
electricity sector, where renewables delivered close to 20 per cent of 
the world’s electricity in 2010. Progress has been especially rapid in 
some countries: in China, for instance, renewables account for about 
26 per cent of total installed electric capacity, and in Brazil the share 
of renewable energy in power generation is over 80 per cent.
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38%CLIMATE CHANGE
INCREASE IN ANNUAL GLOBAL 
CARBON DIOXIDE EMISSIONS 
BETWEEN 1990 AND 2009

GENDER

Despite the adoption of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change and its Kyoto Protocol, annual global carbon dioxide emissions from 
fuel combustion grew by about 38 per cent between 1990 and 2009, with the 
rate of growth faster after 2000 than in the 1990s. Even with aggressive action 
to reduce emissions, the world would still face challenges to limit global tem-
perature increase to 2 degrees Celsius since pre-industrial times.

In reality, the world cannot yet be said to be taking aggressive action on cli-
mate change. The global carbon dioxide level reached 389 parts per million 
in 2010 and, absent significant shifts in policy, is on track to exceed 450 parts 
per million over the coming decades. In its 2010 Emissions Gap Report, the 
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) concluded that the currently 
forecast 2020 emission levels were consistent with pathways that would lead 
to a likely temperature increase of between 2.5 and 5 degrees Celsius by the 
end of the twenty-first century, putting millions of lives at risk from increased 
malnutrition, disease or injury in heatwaves and weather-related disasters, and 
changes in the geographic range of some infectious disease vectors.

Gender parity in secondary school enrolment has improved globally, from 76 
girls for 100 boys in 1991 to 95 for 100 in 2008. According to the 2012 World 
Development Report, women have seen substantial improvements in rights, 
education, health and labour opportunities over the past 20 years. Progress has 
been faster in low- and middle-income countries than in the developed world. 
But there are still persistent differences across all societies and all sectors. 
For example, women account for, on average, 43 per cent of the agriculture 
workforce in developing countries, yet are more likely than men to hold low-
wage, part-time and seasonal employment. Disparities also persist in access to 
productive resources for women farmers; addressing these could increase yields 
and reduce the amount of undernourished by 100 million to 150 million people.

BIODIVERSITY & 
ECOSYSTEMS

OF THE SERVICES PROVIDED 
BY NATURE TO HUMANKIND 
ARE IN DECLINE

The target agreed to by the parties to the Convention on 
Biological Diversity in 2002, “to achieve by 2010 a sig-
nificant reduction of the current rate of biodiversity loss”, 
has not been met. The third edition of Global Biodiversity 
Outlook finds that although there has been significant 
progress in slowing the rate of loss for tropical forests and 
mangroves in some regions, most habitats are in decline 
and the rate of species extinction appears to be accelerat-
ing. The genetic diversity of cultivated species is in decline, 
potentially leading to crops that are more vulnerable.

The loss of services derived from ecosystems is a sig-
nificant barrier to the achievement of the Millennium 
Development Goals to reduce poverty, hunger and dis-
ease. Nearly two thirds of the services provided by nature 
to humankind are found to be in decline worldwide. In 
effect, the benefits reaped from our engineering of the 
planet have been achieved by running down natural 
capital assets. On a more positive note, more protected 
areas (both on land and in coastal waters) have been 
established, the conservation of particular species has led 
to reduced losses, and initiatives to tackle some of the 
direct causes of ecosystem damage have helped maintain 
essential ecosystem services.

Sources: 

Data collected from various sources, including the United Nations, the 

United Nations Environment Programme, the World Bank, the United 

Nations Development Programme, the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development, the Food and Agriculture Organization 

of the United Nations, the secretariat of the Convention on Biological 

Diversity, the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, the International 

Energy Agency, the World Meteorological Organization, the World 

Health Organization and the United Nations Children’s Fund.

43% OF THOSE IN THE AGRICULTURE WORKFORCE 
IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES ARE WOMEN
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23. overall, the progress towards sustainable development 
to date has been neither fast nor deep enough, and the 
urgency of further-reaching action is growing all the time. 
but as the next section discusses, major changes are 
already in train in the larger, global context — changes 
that will have far-reaching implications for sustainable 
development. 

b. DriverS oF CHANge

24. The status quo is increasingly being challenged by power-
ful drivers of change. over the next decade and beyond, 
each of the following trends, and the interplay between 
them, is likely to have far-reaching implications for sustain-
able development — whether for good or for ill. 

1.    The ImpacTs of currenT producTIon  
and consumpTIon paTTerns and  
resource scarcITy 

25. first and most fundamentally, the fact that development 
is not yet sustainable for all countries and all peoples will 
itself drive change — because by definition, any trend that 
is unsustainable cannot last. in practice, rapidly improv-
ing science and knowledge of the planet’s natural systems 
is making clear the effects of unsustainable develop-
ment in climate change, environmental degradation and  
resource scarcity.

26. climate change is a risk to all countries and individuals. 
among its expected impacts are reductions in crop yields, 
particularly at low latitudes (where most developing coun-
tries are); changed precipitation patterns and reduced 
water availability in some regions such as the dry tropics; 
increased land degradation and desertification; negative 

impacts on human health; sea-level rise, likely to pose an 
existential threat to some small island developing states 
and communities in countries with large coastal areas; and 
new risks from extreme weather. These risks are particu-
larly severe for the world’s poorest. 

27. humanity cannot adapt to increasing damages forever: 
sooner or later, the underlying root cause of rising 
greenhouse gas concentrations must be faced up to 
and stabilized. by bringing humanity face to face with 
the unsustainability of current development models, the 
impacts of climate change and the costs of addressing it 
will force us to make substantial changes in our patterns of 
production and consumption, though this need not imply 
lower living standards. There will also be major opportu-
nities as we make these shifts, with new jobs emerging 
in sectors contributing to economic growth and improve-
ments in global welfare. conversely, any delay in action 
will exacerbate the problem, increase the costs and reduce 
the benefits. climate change calls for the world to embark 
on sustained processes of economic, social and institu-
tional innovation and renewal; to address new challenges 
to international peace and security; and to face up to 
fundamental questions about fairness in the distribution 
of responsibility and risk. 

28. similarly, resource scarcity — especially of energy, food, 
land, forests and water — has established itself firmly on 
Governments’ radar, and relates directly to the problem 
of unsustainable production and consumption patterns. 
concerns about scarcity may recede at times if prices fall 
temporarily, but the underlying fundamentals — of rising 
demand for resources of all kinds, unsustainable use levels 
of both finite and renewable resources and inadequate 
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(albeit growing) investment in systems for sustainable 
resource use — make it likely that scarcity and concerns 
over resource sustainability will once again move up the 
policy agenda before long.

29. resource scarcity could lead towards greater recognition 
of the need for aggressive efforts to conserve resources, 
promote the most efficient use and replace non-renewa-
ble with renewable resources wherever possible, as well 
as prompting decisive policy action to address the issue 
collectively and coherently. but on the other hand it could 
also lead to narrow thinking, and behaviours that make 
matters worse — such as food export bans, oil and land 
grabs, increased geopolitical friction as major powers 
mobilize to secure supplies, or perverse and inefficient 
subsidies.

30. environmental degradation — expressed as loss of fertile 
soils, desertification, unsustainable forest management, 
reduction of freshwater availability and an extreme biodi-
versity loss rate — does not leave enough time to the 

environment for recovery and regeneration. The greater 
the rate of production and consumption, with improper 
waste management, the greater the strain on ecosystems 
and the drainage of natural resources, leading to a scar-
city of vital resources. Nearly two thirds of the services 
provided by nature to humankind are found to be in  
decline worldwide.

31. More broadly, with critical natural systems under severe 
stress, scientists around the world have sought to iden-
tify and quantify the risks involved for both humanity and 
the natural systems themselves. The brundtland report 
acknowledged that “there are thresholds that cannot be 
crossed without endangering the basic integrity of the 
system”. awareness is growing of the potential for passing 
“tipping points” beyond which environmental change 
accelerates, has the potential to become self-perpetuat-
ing, and may be difficult or even impossible to reverse. 
The work of the stockholm resilience centre on planetary 
boundaries (see box 2) is an important example of work 
in this field.

Awareness is growing of the potential for passing “tipping points” beyond which 

environmental change accelerates, has the potential to become self-perpetuating, and may 

be difficult or even impossible to reverse.
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have more opportunity than ever to pick and choose from 
the best practices and resources across the globe and 
combine them in new and previously unforeseen ways. The 
next 10 years will see the arrival of an “avalanche of technol-
ogy innovation”, particularly in the areas of biotechnology 
and genetics, computer science and energy and resource 
use and efficiency. Many of these technologies could have 
highly positive roles in helping to drive sustainable devel-
opment, for example by enhancing resource productivity, 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions and facilitating access 
to basic services such as water, energy and food. smart-
grid systems and energy-saving technologies, as well as 
renewable energy systems, are promising examples.

32. as knowledge and awareness of the “global life support 
systems” on which humanity depends increase, so the 
scope for global action to protect them may also grow — if 
the right surveillance, decision-making and implementa-
tion systems are in place, and if the political will required 
is available.

2. InnovaTIon

33. innovative products, processes and policies have histori-
cally changed the lives of millions of people for the better 
(e.g. vaccines, improved varieties of grain and mobile 
phones, to name just a few). Globalization has created a 
favourable innovation climate, and corporate strategists 

boX 2: A SAFe oPerATiNg SPACe For HUmANiTy

in 2009, a group of scientists led by Johan rockström from the stockholm resilience centre proposed a framework of “planetary 
boundaries” designed to define a “safe operating space for humanity”. This framework is based on scientific research that indicates that 
since the industrial revolution, human actions have gradually become the main driver of global environmental change.

The scientists assert that once human activity has passed certain thresholds or tipping points, defined as “planetary boundaries”, there is a 
risk of “irreversible and abrupt environmental change”.

a total of nine boundaries are identified: climate change, rate of biodiversity loss, biogeochemical flows (both nitrogen and phosphorus), 
stratospheric ozone depletion, ocean acidification, global freshwater use, change in land use, atmospheric aerosol loading and  
chemical pollution.

The scientists estimate that human activity appears to have already transgressed the boundaries associated with climate change, rate of 
biodiversity loss and changes to the global nitrogen cycle.

further findings suggest that humanity may soon be approaching the boundaries for interference with the global phosphorous cycle, global 
freshwater use, ocean acidification and global change in land use.

The scientists suggest that the boundaries are strongly interlinked, so that crossing one may shift others and even cause them to  
be overstepped.

While the scientists themselves stressed that their assessments were only initial estimates, their work represents an important shift towards 
more systematic monitoring of humanity’s impact on its environment.

Source: The Stockholm Resilience Centre. More information is available at www.stockholmresilience.org.
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in 2100. population growth rates remain high in many 
low-income countries — among them some of the world’s 
most fragile states, many of which also have poor natural 
resource endowments. The latest United Nations popula-
tion projections forecast that the number of people living 
in what are now least developed countries will rise from 
832 million in 2010 to 1.26 billion in 2030 — an increase of 
51 per cent in just two decades.1

36. at the same time, developing countries, where young 
people are currently concentrated, have the opportu-
nity to collect a substantial demographic dividend over 
the coming decades. With dependency ratios falling and 
youthful (and increasingly urban) populations offering 
substantial economic opportunities, many developing 
countries are primed for major increases in prosperity.

34. The overall impact of technological and other innovations 
in the sustainable development agenda will be guided 
not only by the effect they have on humanity’s ecological 
footprint, but also by the extent to which poor countries 
and vulnerable groups benefit from new technologies, 
and by how well possible risks that new technologies 
may introduce, both for people and for the environment,  
are managed.

3. demographIc change

35. The world’s population now stands at over 7 billion. While 
another billion people are expected to arrive within the 
next 15 years or so, the world’s rate of population growth 
has slowed markedly since its peak in the 1960s. The latest 
data suggest that the global population is likely to reach 
nearly 9 billion people by 2040 and to exceed 10 billion 

* The dollar sign ($) is used in this report to indicate amounts in Us dollars, unless otherwise stated.

1. United Nations, World Population Prospects: The 2010 Revision, Volume I: Comprehensive Tables (sT/esa/ser.a/313), 2011, table a.1.

boX 3:  mobiLiZiNg TeCHNoLogy AND iNNovATioN: mASDAr

The United arab emirates enterprise Masdar is a comprehensive renewable energy initiative that integrates the whole value chain of 
renewable energy and clean technology.

Through its various divisions, Masdar invests in clean technologies (such as carbon capture); implements large-scale renewable energy 
projects; and provides a global platform for demonstrations, cooperation and partnerships in the clean technology cluster of Masdar city.

Masdar manages two clean technology funds amounting to $540* million. in spain, it has developed the largest commercial-scale 
concentrated solar power project, supplying 24 hours of energy to the grid using innovative molten salt energy storage technology.  
other projects include the 1,000-megawatt offshore london array wind project as well as the 100-megawatt concentrated solar power 
project in abu dhabi.

Masdar thus contributes to the development and deployment of renewable energy and clean technology both domestically and 
internationally, limiting the impact of global warming and improving energy security within the developed and developing world.

Source: Mubadala Development Company. More information is available from www.masdar.ae. 
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c. a growth crisis, seen in anaemic growth in many 
countries and mounting concern about the possibil-
ity of what the international Monetary fund (iMf) has 
described as a threatening downward spiral for the 
global economy;

d. a jobs crisis, with high unemployment across the world, 
especially among the young, and approximately 1.5 
billion people in “vulnerable employment” with little 
job security and few, if any, employment rights;

e. a governance crisis, with national Governments often 
struggling to agree on collective action to manage 
economic risks, or on ways to improve regulation of 
the banking sector.

5. green growTh

40. Green growth, pioneered in the republic of Korea and other 
countries, aims to foster economic growth and develop-
ment while ensuring that natural assets and environmental 
services are protected and maintained. The approach 
places a premium on technology and innovation — from 
smart grid systems and high-efficiency lighting systems to 
renewable energies including solar and geothermal power 
— as well as on improving incentives for technology devel-
opment and innovation.

41. Through an emphasis on technology and innovation, 
various forms of cooperation and the social environment 
and institutional framework for low-carbon and sustain-
able society, green growth provides multiple options for 
countries and the global community to realize the vision. 
it can shape strategies for a response to climate change 
by reducing carbon emission through the development, 

37. however, these countries risk losing the opportunity to 
capitalize on a young population if the education and 
training needed is not provided, and if job creation is 
not stimulated through functioning markets and effec-
tive Government policies. These countries risk growing 
economic stagnation and social unrest, as poorly skilled 
young people vent their frustrations at the prospect of a 
life of underemployment and stifled aspirations.

4. changes In The global economy

38. The interconnectedness of the global economy means 
that no country is immune to events in the larger global 
economy. at the same time, decision-making processes 
for managing the international economy are changing 
rapidly and now include new actors and dynamics (such 
as the creation of the Group of Twenty (G-20) and the 
financial stability board, and iMf quota reform). intense 
debate is re-emerging in many quarters about the balance 
between markets and regulation, and between citizens and 
the state.

39. The adverse effects of global economic crises did not end 
after 2008, but have instead become more multifaceted. 
each of these crises has the potential to derail sustain-
able development through severe economic shock. They  
now encompass:

a. a sovereign debt crisis, rooted primarily in the organiza-
tion for economic cooperation and development (oecd) 
economies but with far-reaching implications for every 
country because of foreign exchange holdings;

b. a financial crisis, seen in massively volatile asset prices 
and large unresolved accumulations of bad debts;
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b. inequality has grown even more markedly between the 
top and bottom quintiles over the past 10 years, both 
globally and within most countries (though brazil and 
Turkey are important exceptions); 

c. in spite of progress in gender equality in some areas, 
women still face too many barriers to participating fully 
in the economy, including in terms of access to jobs, 
markets, credit and property. removing these barriers 
can unleash women’s potential and contribute to social 
stability, economic growth and sustainable development; 

d. in spite of some improvements in social equity, vulner-
able groups and minorities (among others, indigenous 
peoples, people with disabilities, undocumented 
immigrants and people discriminated against on the 
basis of sexual orientation and gender identity) are still 
often subject to stigma and unequal rights, opportuni-
ties and income in much of the world; 

e. perhaps most importantly, critical questions about 
equity and mutual interdependence will also increas-
ingly arise given current rates of natural resource 
depletion and ecosystem degradation — as they 
already have in contexts such as global climate policy. 

44. While the principle of equity remains fundamental to 
sustainable development, disputes about how to apply it 
in practice mean that it has often been a stumbling block 
in international relations rather than a core principle for 
sustainable institutional design in an interdependent world. 

improvement and deployment of various renewable 
energy sources and efficient energy use. at the same time, 
it can stimulate economic growth and equip an economy 
with better tools to cope with rapid demographic changes 
by fostering green businesses and accompanying synergy 
effects, and generating green jobs. it can also help a 
society to tackle resource scarcity and improve the envi-
ronment and natural assets, including ecosystems and 
biodiversity, through improved and enhanced natural asset 
and resource management.

42. Green growth strategies are also able to produce a more 
resilient growth model, more capable of withstanding 
external shocks — whether related to climate, energy, 
food, resources or sudden demographic change. Green 
growth could also facilitate greater involvement of all 
relevant stakeholders as its successful implementation 
requires such participation and cooperation. When tailored 
adequately for each country, locality or region according 
to its needs and situation, and complemented with social 
protection to ensure more inclusivity and stability, green 
growth could provide a comprehensive approach to real-
izing sustainable development. 

6. IncreasIng InequalITy 

43. Growing inequality is being manifested in many ways: 

a. despite the considerable and consistent growth of 
some developing countries, disparities between the 
Gdp per capita of developed and developing coun-
tries have risen over the last decade. efforts to address 
these disparities will be an important component of 
sustainable development; 
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7. changIng polITIcal dynamIcs 

47. National Governments remain indispensable in shaping 
development paths and making them sustainable, and 
have many powerful tools at their disposal. There are 
attractive models for development among developing 
countries, many of which are making strong progress in 
areas such as renewable energy, social protection and food 
security (although this has to be seen in the context of 
often enormous inequities and uncounted environmental 
and social costs of rapid growth). some are becoming aid 
donors. as surplus rather than debtor nations, they have 
extraordinary capacity to mobilize and deploy capital. 

48. The trend towards a more multipolar world may create 
a basis for a new and more fruitful cooperation between 
countries which moves beyond the stale dynamic seen in 
many current summit processes. rather than the negative 
polarity of the current global division into North and south, 
the world needs a new, more proactive dynamic based on 
interdependence and mutual interests if we are to make 
progress on sustainable development. 

49. Non-governmental actors have also become key players 
in international relations and sustainable development. 
in the private sector, progressive companies are moving 
away from the voluntarism of “corporate social responsibil-
ity” and towards much harder-edged, genuinely systemic 
approaches — both in their own activities (such as main-
streaming sustainability in supply chains through the use of 
standards or joining voluntary emissions trading markets) 
and in their public policy lobbying (for example, coalitions 
of companies demanding tougher emissions targets and 
greater long-term certainty in environmental regulation 
and pricing). 

45. We also live in an age when authorities at all levels are 
encountering new challenges from citizens who question 
whether they are acting in the long-term public interest. 
sustainable development demands substantially increased 
levels of accountability — not only for results in the short 
term, but also for the long-term consequences of our 
actions, both for today’s generation and for those who will 
inherit the world we have left for them. 

46. Global poverty is a remaining major challenge. More than 
a billion people still live in poverty. ending poverty is 
fundamental for building a more equitable and sustain-
able world. Governments and international organizations 
need to scale up their efforts to end poverty and achieve 
the Millennium development Goals, in particular Goal 1, to 
eradicate extreme hunger and poverty. 

Sustainable development demands  

substantially increased levels of account-

ability — not only for results in the short 

term, but also for the long-term conse-

quences of our actions …
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53. all over the world, people are moving to cities in search of 
jobs and opportunities that are unavailable in their places 
of origin. The world’s urban areas are also powerhouses 
for research and innovation. but the global shift towards 
cities is also creating new challenges. cities enable middle-
class lifestyles that place greatly increased demands on 
resources and ecosystems. The physical expansion of built-
up areas leads to urban sprawl and the expansion of slum 
areas at the expense of arable land and ecologically vulner-
able areas. informal settlements (“slums”) with no basic 
amenities are becoming a permanent fixture and a way of 
life for migrants in some developing countries, leading to 
health and security risks, exposure to natural disasters and 
other environmental risks. 

54. The present report focuses on three areas where the need 
for justice, sustainability and resilience is the most urgent, 
providing concrete recommendations on how a transition 
to sustainable development can be triggered: (a) empow-
ering people to make sustainable choices (sect. iii); (b) 
working towards a sustainable economy (sect. iv); and 
(c) strengthening institutional governance to support 
sustainable development (sect. v).

50. Many global and national civil society organizations and 
movements are breaking out of single-issue portfolios 
and searching for more cross-cutting agendas. These 
organizations have crucial roles to play in influencing 
and implementing sustainable development at both the 
national and global levels, as well as the potential to open 
up more political space for sustainable development. 

51. finally, the explosive growth of social networking tech-
nologies is continuing to empower individuals — and to 
have highly unpredictable political consequences. if used 
responsibly, these technologies could unlock positive polit-
ical outcomes, particularly if “crowdsourcing” platforms 
enable more collaborative, participatory and transparent 
approaches to governance and decision-making. 

8. urbanIzaTIon 

52. Today, the majority of people live in cities. over the past 
20 years, the urban population has grown by more than 
60 per cent worldwide, and over the next two decades, 
the population living in urban areas is projected to grow 
by another 1.4 billion — from 3.5 billion in 2010 to 4.9 billion 
in 2030 — with most growth taking place in medium-sized 
cities (those with populations of between 500,000 and 1 
million people) in developing countries. 
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55. The more influence we have in society, the greater our 
potential impact on the planet and the greater our respon-
sibility to behave sustainably — never more so than today, 
when globalization and the constraints of our natural 
resources mean that individual choices can have global 
consequences. for too many of us, however, the problem 
is not only unsustainable choices, but a lack of choices in 
the first place. real choice is only possible once human 
rights, basic needs, human security and human resilience 
are assured. and delivering on our global promises to end 
poverty today is every bit as central to sustainable devel-
opment as ensuring that the needs of the biosphere and 
of future generations are given due weight. 

56. This section sets out recommendations in the following 
key areas: 

a. delivering on the fundamentals of development: inter-
national commitments to eradicate poverty, promote 
human rights and human security and advance gender 
equality (paras. 57-66); 

b. advancing education for sustainable development, 
including secondary and vocational education, and 

building of skills to help ensure that all of society can 
contribute to solutions that address today’s chal-
lenges and capitalize on opportunities (paras. 67-77); 

c. creating employment opportunities, especially for 
women and youth, to drive green and sustainable 
growth (paras. 78-88); 

d. enabling consumers to make sustainable choices and 
advance responsible behaviour individually and collec-
tively (paras. 89-99); 

e. Managing resources and enabling a twenty-first-century 
Green revolution: agriculture, oceans and coastal 
systems, energy and technology (paras. 100-128); 

f. building resilience through sound safety nets, disaster 
risk reduction and adaptation planning (paras. 129-138).

A. DeLiveriNg FUNDAmeNTALS

57. a key prerequisite for empowering people to make sustain-
able choices is ensuring their human rights, including the 
right to take part in government directly or through freely 
chosen representatives as well as the fundamental free-
doms of thought, conscience, religion, opinion, expression, 

III. Empowering people to make sustainable choices

The more influence we have in society, the greater our potential impact on the planet and 

the greater our responsibility to behave sustainably — never more so than today …
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association and assembly. sustainable choices can be 
made only where there are opportunities to influence our 
situation, claim our rights and voice our concerns. human 
rights gained universal recognition in 1948 and the impor-
tance of effective citizens’ participation in decision-making 
processes was emphasized in the brundtland report and 
endorsed in the 1992 rio declaration on environment  
and development. 

58. Those living in poverty are among the most vulnerable to 
political injustices, social inequity and economic downturns. 
They are also among the most vulnerable to the impacts of 
climate change, resource scarcity and environmental degra-
dation. They are most exposed to the health risks arising 
from pollution, poor sanitation and unclean water. and they 
also rely most on natural resources, often deriving up to 
two thirds of their income directly from them and spending 
up to three quarters of their household incomes on food 
and other basic needs. eradicating poverty is critical for 
the well-being of both people and the planet, and to do so, 
Governments need to deliver on the existing commitments 
of the Millennium development Goals. 

59. persistent gender inequality in particular has to be 
addressed as part of any serious shift towards sustainable 
development. Unless we do so, more than half our collec-
tive intelligence and capacity risks being wasted — as does 
that of the next generation, and the next. and while real 
gains have been made over the last few decades, women 
are still confronted with numerous barriers that limit their 
capacity as citizens, producers and leaders. 

60. Women are vastly underrepresented in decision-making 
positions around the world. They hold fewer than 20 per 
cent of all seats in national parliaments and occupy only 

16 per cent of ministerial posts. Where women do secure 
posts, their representation is uneven across sectors: while 
approximately 35 per cent of social affairs and welfare 
ministers are women, only 19 per cent of finance and trade 
ministers, 7 per cent of environment, natural resources and 
energy ministers, and a mere 3 per cent of science and 
technology ministers are female. yet evidence shows that 
when women are at the table in greater numbers, collec-
tive needs are given higher priority — including access to 
clean water and education and setting aside protected 
land areas. There is also extensive evidence that ensuring 
women are part of conflict prevention and peace processes 
makes for peace settlements that last. 

61. discriminatory laws and practices on inheritance and 
ownership are a particular brake on women’s economic 
autonomy and potential. These are especially important 
in the agriculture sector, where extension services often 
fail to reach women farmers who lack formal title to their 
land. it is estimated that if women had the same access to 
productive resources as men, they could increase yields 
on their farms by 20 to 30 per cent, potentially raising 
total agricultural output in developing countries by 2.5 to 
4 per cent and reducing the number of undernourished 
people in the world by 12 to 17 per cent. rights to inherit-
ance and ownership are also critical in urban areas and 
informal settlements, and can ensure women’s social and 
economic empowerment during land reform and commu-
nity rehabilitation programmes. 

62. improving access to family planning, reproductive rights 
and health services is also fundamental to sustainable 
development. it not only provides immediate health bene-
fits and reductions in maternal and child mortality, but 
slows population growth, helps end poverty passed on 
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and removal of formal barriers, the reform of institutions 
and the development and adoption of innovative meas-
ures to address informal and cultural practices that act as 
barriers. Particular emphasis should be given to: 

a. ensuring that women have full and equal access to and 
control over productive resources through the equal 
right to own property and the right to inherit, and 
equal access to credit, financial and extension services 
along the entire value chain; 

b. ensuring women’s equal rights and opportunities in 
political decision-making processes that are participa-
tory, responsive, equitable and inclusive; 

c. ensuring universal access to quality and affordable 
family-planning and other sexual and reproductive 
rights and health services. 

b.   eDUCATioN AND SkiLLS For  
SUSTAiNAbLe DeveLoPmeNT

67. investing in education and training provides a direct 
channel to advancing the sustainable development 
agenda. it is widely recognized as a tremendously efficient 
means to promote individual empowerment and lift gener-
ations out of poverty, and it yields important development 
benefits for young people, particularly women. 

68. primary education for all, in particular, is a precondition 
for sustainable development. despite real progress, we 
are still not on track to achieving Millennium development 
Goal 2 by ensuring that all children, boys and girls alike, 
achieve a full course of primary schooling by 2015. instead, 
67 million children of primary school age remain out of 

from one generation to another and lightens the burden 
on countries with poor natural resource endowments. 
access to family planning and reproductive health services 
is closely linked to overall gender equality: gender equality 
tends to be higher where they are available, and vice versa. 

63. changes in knowledge, attitudes and behaviour — among 
both men and women — are also essential for gender 
equality. This is especially central to the reduction of 
sexual harassment, violence against women and cross-
border trafficking of women and girls, which are not only 
violations of women’s and girls’ rights, but have direct 
and indirect costs for survivors, the private sector and 
the public sector in terms of health, police and legal and 
related expenditure, as well as lost productivity. 

recommendation 1

64. governments and international donors should scale up 
their efforts to achieve the millennium Development goals 
to eradicate poverty and to reduce inequalities as top 
priorities for attaining sustainable development. 

recommendation 2

65. governments should respect, protect and provide for 
human rights, including the right to take part in govern-
ment directly or through freely chosen representatives, 
as recognized in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 
rights and the 1966 international Covenant on Civil and 
Political rights. 

recommendation 3

66. governments should accelerate the implementation of 
commitments to advance gender equality and women’s 
rights, including through the repeal of discriminatory laws 
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71. simultaneously, a shortage of appropriate skills is projected 
to be one of the key barriers to sustainable development. 
filling skilled jobs will require a new workforce and could 
draw on the capacities of young people and women, 
who are at present chronically underrepresented in these 
sectors: women account for only 9 per cent of the work-
force in construction, 12 per cent in engineering services, 
15 per cent in financial and business services and 24 per 
cent in manufacturing. 

72. Technical and vocational training is essential for growth 
and human capacity-building to meet labour market 
demands, including in sectors such as health, education 
and public welfare, where the lack of a skilled labour force 
can impede a country’s sustainable development. 

73. Training in all sectors has to be relevant, affordable, acces-
sible and given by qualified and certified practitioners. it 
needs to be developed in coordination with the private 
sector to ensure that it is relevant to industry needs and 
that the credentials conferred are accepted by companies 
as sufficient qualification. vocational and skills training 
must also be seen as a suitable alternative to other tradi-
tional education paths. 

74. recent years have seen an explosion of innovation in ways 
of delivering vocational and skills training, from entrepre-
neurial “boot camps”, knowledge-sharing and technology 
hubs and women-to-women business training, to mentor-
ing programmes, youth apprenticeship schemes and 
research and exchange programmes. but much more 
concerted and large-scale efforts are needed. 

school and are still not receiving a primary education. The 
gap is especially critical for girls, who as of 2008 still made 
up more than 53 per cent of the out-of-school population. 
basic education is essential to overcoming barriers to their 
future employment and political participation, as women 
presently constitute roughly two thirds of the 793 million 
adult illiterates worldwide. 

69. The Millennium development Goal on universal primary 
education has not yet been met, owing in part to insufficient 
funds, although other barriers exist. international means to 
supplement funds and support local and national efforts 
could help to overcome challenges such as teacher short-
ages and lack of infrastructure. The World bank’s Global 
partnership for education provides one model to help coun-
tries develop and implement sound education strategies. 

70. While primary education is the foundation of development, 
post-primary and secondary education and vocational 
training are as crucial in building a sustainable future. 
every added year of education in developing countries 
increases an individual’s income by 10 per cent or more 
on average. studies also show that women in developing 
countries who complete secondary school have on average 
one child fewer than women who complete only primary 
school, leading to more economic wealth within fami-
lies and decreased intergenerational poverty. Moreover, 
post-primary education based on a curriculum designed 
to develop key competencies for a twenty-first-century 
economy — such as ecosystem management, science, 
technology and engineering — can encourage innovation 
and accelerate technology transfer, as well as provide skills 
vital for new green jobs. yet today it is estimated that fewer 
than a quarter of children complete secondary school. 
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an appropriate set of initiatives that reinforces the ability 
of individuals and communities to manage this transition 
to a more sustainable future. This is especially important 
as the economic downturn has deprived many workers of 
jobs, impeded the creation of new jobs and aggravated the 
situation of the unemployed and their families. 

79. as the economy becomes greener, however, there is huge 
scope for generating decent jobs in sectors that contrib-
ute to maintaining or restoring the environment, from 
renewable energy and retrofitting energy-efficient tech-
nologies into the built environment to sustainable waste 
management and environmental remediation. The global 
environmental goods and services sector is expected to be 
worth up to $800 billion by 2015. 

80. Jobs in green sectors can also have other benefits. labour 
is not only about financial gain and meeting market 
demands. it has social value and is a means for self-reali-
zation. employees have reported increased job satisfaction 
working for companies that embrace or promote sustain-
ability principles. in order to provide more decent jobs, it 
is clear that economic growth is needed. 

81. a conducive business environment is fundamental, includ-
ing the rule of law, property rights, macroeconomic stability 
and open competition. Governments need to make these 
priorities in their policymaking and budgets. With these 
fundamental conditions in place, targeted measures are 
more likely to pay off, both for society at large and for 
groups underrepresented in the labour market, such as 
women and youth. 

recommendation 4

75. governments should consider establishing a global fund 
for education. This fund should be designed to attract 
support from governments, non-governmental organi-
zations and the private sector, evolve out of the current 
World bank global Partnership for education, and be 
tasked with closing the primary school education gap by 
2015 so that there can be real hope for realizing millen-
nium Development goal 2. 

recommendation 5

76. governments should scale up their efforts to achieve 
millennium Development goal 2 on universal primary 
education by 2015, and establish a goal of providing 
universal access to quality post-primary and secondary 
education no later than 2030, emphasizing the skills and 
knowledge needed for sustainable growth and jobs. 

recommendation 6

77. governments, the private sector, civil society and relevant 
international development partners should work together 
to provide vocational training, retraining and profes-
sional development within the context of lifelong learning 
geared to filling skills shortages in sectors essential to 
sustainable development. They should prioritize women, 
young people and vulnerable groups in these efforts. 

C. CreATiNg emPLoymeNT oPPorTUNiTieS 

78. in the process of shifting economies to a sustainable future, 
some new jobs will be created, some jobs will be lost and 
many jobs will be restructured. it will be crucial to develop 
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cent in the eurozone and 16 per cent in Japan. other studies 
show that there is significant economic benefit to address-
ing the gender wage gap as well. in australia, for example, 
a 1 per cent reduction in the gender wage gap would grow 
the economy by 0.5 per cent of Gdp. yet wage disparities 
persist. in the United states, for example, women occu-
pied fewer than 15 per cent of executive officer positions 
at fortune 500 companies and less than 8 per cent of top 
earning positions in 2010, despite making up 48 per cent 
of the workforce. 

84. Women are also at especially high risk of unemployment: 
in developing countries, women have been more affected 
by the current economic crisis owing to their large share 
of export-led factory jobs and employment as migrant 
workers in service industries, both sectors that have fared 
badly during the recession. furthermore, women’s infor-
mal work is not visible in national labour force statistics 
and is not included in social protection schemes. 

82. Millions of young people are projected to enter the labour 
market every month for several decades to come, and a 
thriving private sector can absorb and take advantage of 
this demographic dividend. young people also have under-
tapped potential; they are among the most affected by 
the recent economic crisis, with 81 million young people 
currently unemployed in the world today. an additional 
152 million young people work but live in households that 
earn less than the equivalent of $1.25 per day. one of 
their options will be to establish a micro or small enter-
prise. entrepreneurship education, access to finance, a 
supportive administrative and regulatory framework and 
programmes for business assistance and support are all 
crucial factors for entrepreneurial engagement. 

83. empowering women in particular has the potential to yield 
tremendous benefits for households, communities and 
the global economy. studies show that closing the gap 
between male and female employment rates would boost 
Gdp by 9 per cent in the United states of america, 13 per 

Empowering women in particular has the potential to yield tremendous benefits for 

households, communities and the global economy. 
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recommendation 10

88. governments and business should recognize the economic 
benefits of enabling the full participation of women in 
the economy by putting in place economic policies that 
explicitly address the unique challenges that limit women, 
in particular: 

a. Allowing access for women farmers to land and 
resources; 

b. improving women’s access to capital and financial 
services; 

c.  improving access to markets through trade and tech-
nical assistance programmes and microfinance; 

d.  Supporting the rise of women leaders in the public 
and private sectors.

recommendation 7

85. governments should adopt and advance “green jobs” and 
decent work policies as a priority in their budgets and 
sustainable development strategies while creating condi-
tions for new jobs in the private sector. 

recommendation 8

86. governments and business should build partnerships and 
provide start-up services for young entrepreneurs. 

recommendation 9

87. employers, governments and trade unions should take 
a comprehensive approach to advancing equality in 
the workplace, including by adopting principles of 
non-discrimination; measures to advance women into 
leadership roles; gender-sensitive work-life and health 
policies; education, training and professional develop-
ment targeting women and minorities; and commitments 
to measure and publicly report on progress. 

boX 4: eqUALiTy meANS bUSiNeSS 

The Women’s empowerment principles (Weps) — a partnership initiative of the United Nations entity for Gender equality and the empow-
erment of Women (UN-Women) and the United Nations Global compact — is a set of seven principles for business, offering guidance on 
how to empower women in the workplace, marketplace and community. 

More than 250 chief executive officers, including those of major multinational corporations, have affirmed support for these principles, relat-
ing to corporate leadership to promote gender equality; fair treatment and mutual respect in the workplace; health, safety and well-being 
of all workers; education, training and professional development for all women; business development and practices that empower women; 
community initiatives to promote equality; and measurement and reporting on progress in achieving gender equality. 

companies have also demanded gender-specific reporting guidelines to help put these principles into practice. in response, gender-specific 
reporting guidelines are being developed by the Weps that take into consideration the Global reporting initiative standards and the Global 
compact communication on progress. 

Source: The United Nations Global Compact, www.unglobalcompact.org/Issues/human_rights/equality_means_business.html.
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92. While government policies and technological innovation 
both have major roles to play in helping move the world 
towards a sustainable pathway, the choices that people 
make are also crucial and depend on broad considerations, 
such as political perspectives, habits and ethical values. 
for example, providing access to mass transit and auto-
mobiles powered by renewable energy sources is only half 
the battle; individuals also need to value and choose mass 
transit in order for society to reap its full benefits. similarly, 
the global discourse is promoted through such initiatives 
as the earth charter, which fosters awareness and shared 
responsibility for future generations, global sustainability 
and cross-cultural dialogue. 

93. for this reason, it is important to make sustainable choices 
available, affordable and attractive to consumers. end-users 
have to be consulted during design and urban planning, 
for example, if they are expected to use a new technology 
or adopt different, more sustainable behaviours. product 
standards for sustainability are important tools that can be 
instrumental in influencing people’s choices. 

94. equally important is understanding the interlinkages 
between our environment, economy and society, and the 
consequences of choices. it is thus critical to integrate 
sustainable development issues into education curricula.

D. eNAbLiNg SUSTAiNAbLe CHoiCeS 

89. according to an oecd working paper from 2010, the size 
of the global middle class could increase from 1.8 billion to 
3.2 billion by 2020 and to 4.9 billion by 2030. The global 
middle class is defined as all those living in households with 
daily per capita incomes of between Us$10 and Us$100 in 
purchasing power parity terms.

90. While this shift is in many ways a development success 
story, the conjunction of a growing “global middle class” 
with unsustainable patterns of consumption threatens to 
push us inexorably towards the limits of natural resources 
and planetary life support systems — from food, water and 
energy resources to global systems such as the oceans, the 
climate and the nitrogen cycle. Without major changes, the 
planet’s capacity to support and sustain us will continue to 
degrade, with the potential for sudden shifts as key thresh-
olds and tipping points are passed, and as social pressures 
for fairness increase. 

91. but opportunities exist to address this unsustainable situ-
ation and increase the efficiency and fairness of resource 
distribution and use so that planetary health can be main-
tained even with an increasing population and increasing 
levels of global prosperity. 
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boX 5: THe NeeD For more SUSTAiNAbLe DieTS

how we produce and consume food can have a significant impact on sustainable development.

HeALTH

• one billion people currently lack access to nutritious food.

•	 	Recent	estimates	suggest	that	the	combined	effect	of	inadequate	macronutrient	(protein)	and	micronutrient	(including	iron	and	iodine)	
intakes is responsible for 35 per cent of child deaths and 11 per cent of the global disease burden.

•	 	On	the	other	hand,	obesity	and	diabetes	rates	are	rising	worldwide.	Several	nutrition-related	chronic	diseases,	such	as	coronary	heart	
disease and stroke, are now among the leading causes of death worldwide, with the burden growing most rapidly on the world’s 
lowest-income countries, at times leading to a “double burden” of both under- and over-nutrition, and placing a huge burden on 
societies and health systems.

WASTe

•	 	Approximately	one	third	of	the	world’s	food	produced	for	human	consumption	(around	1.3	billion	tons)	is	lost	or	wasted	each	year	
owing to inefficiencies throughout the food supply chain.

•	 	Food	wasted	by	consumers	in	high-income	countries	(222	million	tons)	is	roughly	equal	to	the	entire	food	production	of	sub-Saharan	
africa (230 million tons). food losses in industrialized countries are as high as in developing countries. however, in developing coun-
tries more than 40 per cent of the food losses occur at the post-harvest and processing levels, while in industrialized countries more 
than 40 per cent of the food losses occur at the retail and consumer levels.

eCoLogiCAL FooTPriNT

•	 	Changing	diet	patterns,	influenced	by	rising	incomes	and	demand	for	meat	and	dairy,	affect	the	water	intensity	of	food	production.	
Two thirds of the water requirement for food production is used for animal-based food, a quarter for grazing. This illustrates the 
growing ecological footprint of food.

•	 	Current	agricultural	practices	account	for	70	per	cent	of	global	water	use,	two	thirds	of	which	is	used	to	produce	animal-based	food.	
The irrigation required to produce the amount of food wasted annually is estimated to be equivalent to the domestic water needs of 
9 billion people.

•	 	Livestock	production	also	accounts	for	70	per	cent	of	agricultural	land	use,	30	per	cent	of	global	land	use	and	18	per	cent	of	global	
greenhouse gas emissions.

•	 	The	proportion	of	marine	fish	stocks	estimated	to	be	underexploited	or	moderately	exploited	declined	from	40	per	cent	in	the	mid-
1970s to 15 per cent in 2008, whereas the proportion of overexploited, depleted or recovering stocks increased from 10 per cent in 
1974 to 32 per cent in 2008. it is estimated that 53 per cent of global marine fish stocks are fully exploited, 28 per cent overexploited, 
3 per cent depleted and 1 per cent recovering from depletion.

Source: The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, the World Health Organization and the Swedish Institute for Food and Biotechnology.
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95. access to information through reliable labelling is critical 
for making educated, sustainable choices. labels based 
on technically valid and accurately measured standards — 
especially in areas of high impact on human and planetary 
health — can help consumers to understand the full cost 
of their choices and nudge the market to reward sustain-
able producers. cost-effective monitoring, verification 
and assessment mechanisms, as well as open, transparent, 
balanced and science-based procedures for developing 
these mechanisms, are therefore essential to assure accu-
racy, as well as prevent the misuse of eco-labelling as a 
barrier to trade. 

recommendation 11

96. governments and other public authorities should promote 
open, transparent, balanced and science-based processes 
for developing labelling schemes and other mechanisms 
that fully reflect the impact of production and consump-
tion, and work with the private sector to ensure that 
labelling, corporate reporting and advocacy are accurate, 
cost-effective and trustworthy so as to enable consumers 
to make informed choices, particularly in areas of high 
impact on human and natural systems, without creating 
barriers to trade. 

recommendation 12

97. governments should make sustainable choices more 
easily available, affordable and attractive to consumers 
by setting, together with the private sector, sustainable 
product standards, in accordance with the best available 
technology and without creating trade barriers, and by 
applying price incentives and disincentives.

boX 6: ComPANieS STeP AHeAD

There are many examples of successful public-private partner-
ships to develop information and reporting standards. in the 
area of greenhouse gas emissions, a joint effort of the World 
business council for sustainable development and the World 
resources institute developed the Greenhouse Gas proto-
col, which is an accounting tool used by hundreds of private 
companies around the world to monitor, report on and manage 
emissions.

one of central america’s largest companies — with revenues 
of over $570 million in 2010 in costa rica — voluntarily set 
triple bottom line standards to measure its success by not only 
economic but social and environmental indicators. as water 
conservation is a priority in that state, the company invested 
and changed practices to move from 12 litres of water for every 
litre of beverage in previous years to 4.9 litres in 2011, setting 
the goal of becoming water neutral by 2012. incentives are built 
into the salary of the chief executive officer, as some 60 per 
cent of it is linked to triple bottom line performance. it may 
have contributed to a triple win: the company achieved growth 
twice the industry average between 2006 and 2010.

The carbon disclosure project is a platform whereby more 
than 3,000 organizations in some 60 countries currently 
measure and disclose their greenhouse gas emissions, water 
management and climate change strategies, helping them to 
set reduction targets and make performance improvements, as 
well as to make information available to concerned stakeholders  
and consumers.

Source: Greenhouse Gas Protocol (www.ghgprotocol.org); World Economic Forum, Redefining  
the Future of Growth: The New Sustainability Champions (2011); Carbon Disclosure Project  
(www.cdproject.net).



resilieNT people, resilieNT plaNeT: a fUTUre WorTh choosiNG

empowering people to make sustainable choices

38

dependent on fossil-fuel-based inputs and, in the process, 
vulnerable to high oil prices, and often used water profli-
gately, to the extent that it now accounts for 70 per cent 
of global freshwater use. Now, a twenty-first-century green 
revolution is needed — one that not only increases produc-
tivity, but also drastically reduces resource intensity and 
protects biodiversity at the same time.

101. The new agricultural revolution should focus on sustain-
able intensification (practices with low external inputs, 
emissions and wastes) and on crop diversification and 
resilience to climate change. New “green” biotechnologies 
can play a valuable role in enabling farmers to adapt to 
climate change, improve resistance to pests, restore soil 
fertility and contribute to the diversification of the rural 
economy. 

102. an immediate push on sustainable agriculture would yield 
enormous social, economic and environmental dividends. 
Three quarters of the world’s poor live in rural areas, and 
2.5 billion rural inhabitants are involved in agriculture, with 
1.5 billion of them living in smallholder households. With 
global demand for food projected to rise by 70 per cent by 

recommendation 13

98. government and non-governmental entities should 
promote the concept of sustainable development and 
sustainable consumption, and these should be integrated 
into curricula of primary and secondary education.

recommendation 14

99. The Panel welcomes discourse on the ethical dimensions 
of sustainable development at the United Nations Confer-
ence on Sustainable Development (rio+20) in 2012 among 
all stakeholders, based on relevant experience and instru-
ments, including the earth Charter, to inform governments 
in their efforts to shift to sustainable development.

e.   mANAgiNg reSoUrCeS AND  
eNAbLiNg A TWeNTy-FirST-CeNTUry  
greeN revoLUTioN

1. agrIculTure 

100. While the Green revolution averted massive hunger, it also 
led to increased pressure on resources that has since been 
recognized as unsustainable. agriculture became heavily 

Three quarters of the world’s poor live in rural areas, and 2.5 billion rural inhabitants are 

involved in agriculture, with 1.5  billion of them living in smallholder households … The  

opportunity exists for a dramatic improvement in these people’s lives, while at the same 

time helping them to move to more sustainable production models. 
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2009 principles for responsible agricultural investment 
that respects rights, livelihoods and resources — for 
Governments, the private sector and all stakeholders to 
promote sustainable decision-making in such arrange-
ments and not create barriers to trade. 

106. success will also depend on institutions and initiatives with 
capacity to effectively coordinate efforts in priority areas 
of agriculture, land management and water. institutions 
that lead in research, policy guidance and knowledge-
sharing, such as the food and agriculture organization of 
the United Nations (fao), the consultative Group on inter-
national agricultural research and the international fund 
for agricultural development, are increasingly important 
for coordinated problem-solving. Ultimately, however, 
integrated resource management will depend on good 
governance and management. These are perhaps most 
critical for watershed management, where integrated 
schemes are needed that reflect the pressing multisectoral 
demands on this resource from competing sectors, as well 
as the need for a comprehensive response. 

107. a sustainable agricultural revolution will need renewed 
efforts to reduce barriers to international agricultural 
trade, in particular by concluding the doha development 
round. it will also require attention to many factors, includ-
ing a massive upgrade of extension services, which need 
to be gender-sensitive, given that most small farmers are 
women, as well as a strong focus on rolling out sustainable 
innovations and greatly increased investments in agricul-
tural research and development. This effort should have 
a particular emphasis on sub-saharan africa, where agri-
cultural yields have fallen by 10 per cent since 1960 and  
where climate change has the potential to hit farming 
particularly hard.

2050, the opportunity exists for a dramatic improvement 
in these people’s lives, while at the same time helping them 
to move to more sustainable production models. 

103. smallholder farmers have enormous untapped potential 
to increase yields, stimulate rural economies and become 
export earners instead of net food buyers. in order for this 
to happen, however, smallholder farmers — who support 
almost a third of the world’s population — need access to 
assets (ranging from land to the tools needed to till the 
ground), markets (from rural roads to twenty-first-century 
communications tools for monitoring prices on the global 
market), credit and risk management (such as crop insur-
ance and social protection) and research and technology. 

104. success will depend, in great part, on investment. Much of 
this will continue to come from countries’ own resources, 
but additional resources will need to come from official 
development assistance. although overall aid to agricul-
ture has declined since the mid 1980s by 43 per cent, it has 
seen a recent upward trend and has held steady in regions 
of highest need, such as sub-saharan africa and south and 
central asia. The private sector and public-private partner-
ships will also be essential, and innovative financing issues 
may also be relevant in this context (see sect. iv below). 

105. While investment in the agricultural sectors of low-income 
countries is urgently needed, the new trend of land access 
deals often compounds local, well-established and persis-
tent constraints faced by the poor in obtaining access to 
land and water. estimates suggest that as much as 80 
million hectares of land (and the water that flows over and 
beneath it) have been acquired in new international invest-
ment deals since 2000, more than half of it in sub-saharan 
africa. however, there exists policy guidance — such as the 
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development, to ensure that cutting-edge research is 
rapidly moved from laboratory to field. governments 
should task FAo with working with key partners and 
stakeholders to initiate and coordinate this task, as that 
organization has a unique mandate to reduce the world 
food deficit. 

recommendation 16

109. governments should work towards agreement on global 
principles for sustainable and responsible land and water 
investment deals, including ongoing efforts to promote 
responsible agricultural investment (rAi), with particu-
lar emphasis on protecting the rights and livelihoods of 
poor people who depend on these basic resources, while 
ensuring environmental sustainability.

recommendation 17

110. governments should establish and scale up integrated 
water resource management schemes, bearing fully in 
mind that water plays multifaceted roles, including for 
drinking, sanitation, agriculture, industry and energy. 

2. marIne and coasTal ecosysTems 

111. hundreds of millions of people rely on marine areas for 
food, livelihoods, recreation, culture and economic oppor-
tunities. World fisheries support 170 million jobs, and more 
than 1.5 billion people rely on marine resources for their 
protein intake. fisheries, marine and coastal tourism, trans-
port, aquaculture and other uses of coastal and marine 
environments provide livelihoods for millions of people. 
Key habitats such as coral reefs, islands, mangroves and 
other wetlands provide ecosystem services such as protec-
tion from extreme weather events, reproduction areas for 
fisheries and the interface between fresh and salt water. 
coasts and oceans are integral to the culture and way of 
life for many countries and peoples.

recommendation 15

108. governments and international organizations should work 
to create a new green revolution — an “ever-green revolu-
tion” — for the twenty-first century that aims to at least 
double productivity while drastically reducing resource 
use and avoiding further loss of biodiversity, topsoil loss 
and water depletion and contamination, including through 
the scaling-up of investment in agricultural research and 

boX 7: FooD-eNergy veNTUre iN moZAmbiqUe

a number of private companies have established a partnership 
with local authorities in Mozambique aiming to make a new 
integrated food-energy business that will replace thousands of 
charcoal-burning cookstoves with cleaner ethanol stoves.

The business model is intended to increase farmers’ incomes 
manyfold, save some 9,000 acres of indigenous forest every 
year and dramatically reduce greenhouse gas emissions. it 
aims to supply 20 per cent of local households in the capital, 
Maputo, with a clean and competitive alternative to charcoal 
that helps safeguard lives from dangerous charcoal smoke.

farmers will have the opportunity to transition from slash-
and-burn agriculture and charcoal production to cultivating 
a diverse range of crops and trees. changing to the produc-
tion of a more diverse range of food products as well as an 
ethanol-based cooking fuel made from cassava to be sold in 
urban markets is projected to significantly improve income 
and nutrition levels, while also rehabilitating degraded soils 
and enhancing biodiversity.

Thousands of smallholder farmers will be engaged to create a 
food and ethanol cooking fuel production facility, implement 
sustainable farming practices and lay the groundwork for eco-
nomically and ecologically sustainable communities.

Source: www.cleanstarmozambique.com
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recommendation 18

115. governments should commit to the establishment of 
regional oceans and coastal management frameworks in 
major marine ecosystems, including through:

a. enhanced cooperation in oceans and coastal manage-
ment involving relevant stakeholders;

b. marine and coastal planning by countries in regional 
areas, taking into account the specific needs, ecosystems 
and users in their area and supported by solid funding 
mechanisms to develop and implement these plans; 

c. building the capacity of marine managers, policymakers 
and scientists in developing countries, especially small 
island developing countries and other coastal States;

d. enhanced monitoring and surveillance systems.

recommendation 19

116. Where regional fisheries management organizations 
are operating they should seek to make their policies 
and practices consistent with and support coordinated 
regional oceans management. regional fisheries manage-
ment organizations, governments and marine managers 
should focus on an ecosystem-based approach to fisher-
ies management in order to deliver improved economic 
and environmental benefits.

112. Marine and coastal ecosystems around the world are in 
decline, and with that comes a decline in the capacity of 
oceans to provide the full extent of ecosystem services. 
Key ecosystems, such as coral reefs and mangroves, might 
have reached or may soon reach critical thresholds, dispro-
portionately impacting the people and communities that 
are most vulnerable.

113. existing ocean-related sustainable development commit-
ments, such as those contained in agenda 21 and the 
Johannesburg plan of implementation of the World 
summit on sustainable development, capture well what 
needs to be done. however, the decline in marine and 
coastal ecosystems is continuing because economies, 
industries, communities and livelihoods are in many cases 
structured around unsustainable approaches to the use of 
marine resources, owing to issues such as lack of capac-
ity and information, and perceived competition between 
environment and development concerns. such approaches 
frequently lead to the degradation of the marine ecosys-
tems that the users rely upon. 

114. cooperating to manage oceans on a regional, integrated, 
long-term and ecosystem scale would give all users a 
stake in the sustainable management of marine resources. 
it would also serve to pool resources and expertise and 
promote compatibility of measures across borders and 
economic sectors. examples exist already, such as the 
pacific oceanscape framework, the coral Triangle initia-
tive, the caribbean sea commission, the south asian 
association for regional cooperation coastal Manage-
ment centre, the south asia-wide coastal cooperation 
initiative and others. but these have yet to be fully imple-
mented, and there are many regions of the globe where 
such an approach has yet to be designed.
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118. if energy were universally available, whole vistas of new 
opportunities would open up, including access to modern 
means of communication and information, new livelihood 
and training options and powerful drivers of economic 
growth. realizing these opportunities will involve a 
sustained push to connect communities which remain  
“off grid”. 

119. The production and use of energy, however, comes with 
significant costs, ranging from climate change to energy 
security and environmental degradation. There are multiple 

3. energy 

117. a lack of modern and sustainable energy services has 
major consequences not only for climate change but also 
for household economies and people’s health, as families 
substitute less efficient and dirtier energy sources for their 
needs. it is estimated that today over 1.3 billion people lack 
access to electricity, 2.7 billion people rely on the tradi-
tional use of biomass for cooking and almost one half of 
the world’s population still depends on solid fuels such as 
unprocessed biomass, coal or charcoal.

boX 8: THe greAT bArrier reeF: mANAgiNg NATUrAL reSoUrCeS SUSTAiNAbLy

The Great barrier reef of australia is the largest coral reef ecosystem on earth, home to an amazing diversity of plants, animals and habi-
tats, from shallow inshore fringing reefs and seagrass beds to deep oceanic waters. The multiple-use Great barrier reef Marine park extends 
more than 2,300 km along the Queensland coast and covers 344,400 km2. in 1981 it was listed as a World heritage property for its out-
standing universal value.

The Great barrier reef is also critical to the economic and social well-being of more than 1 million australians. The Great barrier reef and 
adjacent catchments support diverse industries that generate more than $a 50 billion annually. around 2 million tourists visit the Great 
barrier reef each year; the tourist industry generates approximately $a 5 billion annually and supports over 50,000 jobs. shipping is vital; 
most of Queensland’s $a 17 billion per annum commodity exports are shipped through 10 major ports along the Great barrier reef coast. 
Ten commercial fisheries operate in the Great barrier reef, contributing around $a 140 million to the economy each year.

sustainably managing the Great barrier reef requires balancing human use with the maintenance of the area’s natural and cultural integrity. 
The Great barrier reef Marine park zoning plan provides high levels of protection in key areas, while allowing a variety of other sustainable 
uses (including many types of fishing) in other zones. “No-take” zones (i.e., no-fishing zones) cover 33 per cent (115,000 km2) of the park. 
The federal marine park and zoning plan is complemented by an adjacent state marine park and national parks declared over many of the 
islands in the Great barrier reef, all managed as part of a single programme.

additional management approaches are in place to maintain water quality; reduce nutrient and sediment runoff; protect vegetation in the 
catchment; protect high-value wetlands and other significant ecological areas; reduce ship groundings; and involve traditional owners in the 
management and use of the marine parks. These measures ensure that the Great barrier reef is passed on to future generations as one of 
the iconic marine protected areas in the world.

Source: Government of Australia.
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4. InnovaTIon and Technology

122. innovation and technology will be critical to the further-
ance of sustainable development. Modern information 
and communications technology provides a particularly 
salient example. in remote regions, cellular networks 
enable the use of “mobile money”, allowing small-busi-
ness owners to access larger markets and provide farmers 
with up-to-the-minute weather information that enables 
water conservation and higher crop productivity. Mobile 
telephones can also distribute early warnings that save 
lives during extreme weather events such as hurricanes 
and floods. 

options for addressing these, the most significant of which 
include the development and widespread penetration of 
renewable sources and improvements in energy efficiency. 
both have seen a huge surge in recent years, aided by new 
Government programmes and significant new invest-
ment. according to bloomberg New energy finance, for 
example, 2011 showed a record $206 billion in total clean 
energy investment — five times the total obtained only 
seven years ago. This includes an increase in total invest-
ment in solar power to $136 billion. simultaneously, over 
the past decade the energy intensity of the world econ-
omies has continued to decline. Notwithstanding these 
advances, the energy sector continues to face major chal-
lenges in all dimensions of sustainable development.

120. To address the energy access question as well as improve-
ments in energy efficiency and the more rapid uptake of 
renewable energy, the secretary-General has spearheaded 
a new initiative: “sustainable energy for all”. it sets three 
goals to be reached by 2030: universal access to modern 
energy services; the doubling of the rate of improvement 
in energy efficiency; and the doubling of the share of 
renewable energy in the global energy mix.

recommendation 20

121. governments should work in concert with appropriate 
stakeholders to ensure universal access to affordable 
sustainable energy by 2030, as well as seek to double the 
rate of improvement in energy efficiency and the share of 
renewable energy in the global energy mix. governments 
and international organizations should promote energy-
saving technologies and renewable energy through the 
incentivization of research and development and invest-
ment in them.

boX 9:  PUbLiC-PrivATe PArTNerSHiPS For eNergy 
SUPPLy AND emiSSioNS reDUCTioN

The 1,224-km Nord stream underwater pipeline, which passes 
through five economic zones in the baltic region, will deliver 
natural gas from the russian federation directly to 26 million 
european households; it will also contribute to reduction in 
carbon dioxide emissions when replacing coal. its first leg was 
launched in November 2011.

Nord stream meets international environmental standards in 
implementing the pipeline project and observes national and 
international environmental, maritime and legal requirements, 
including to the convention on the environmental impact 
assessment in a Transboundary context (espoo, 1991). Nord 
stream plans to invest approximately 40 million into its environ-
mental and social monitoring programmes and is committed to 
sharing its existing survey data with the baltic Marine environ-
ment protection commission. The data gathered during the 
monitoring programmes will provide input for the commission’s 
baltic sea action plan, which aims to restore the good ecologi-
cal status of the baltic marine environment by 2021.

Source: Nord Stream (www.nord-stream.com).
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progress, with four out of five mobile telephone connec-
tions now in the developing world, two thirds of the world’s 
population (almost all in developing countries) still lack 
access to the internet, and a woman in a low- to middle-
income country is 21 per cent less likely than a man to own 
a mobile telephone. Many rural areas in developing coun-
tries lack a telephone signal altogether. 

125. While the “connectivity revolution” has so far been driven 
by the private sector, Governments will almost certainly 
need to be more involved in order to tackle unattended 
areas and affordability issues, as well as the develop-
ment of local content and applications, in order to prevent 
new communications technologies from becoming new 

123. similarly, the use of information and communications 
technology can improve the delivery of health services, 
for instance by allowing for the provision of telemedicine, 
whereby doctors can attend patients remotely, helping 
poor people to save money that they would otherwise 
have to spend on travelling to clinics. open data platforms, 
meanwhile, are giving rise to unforeseen improvements in 
public and private sector transparency, leading to more 
knowledge-sharing and better decisions, including on 
natural resource management.

124. Today, more than 5 billion people (80 per cent of the 
world’s population) have access to telecommunication 
networks. but while recent decades have seen accelerated 

boX 10: reD eLéCTriCA SmArT griD

electricity cannot be stored in large amounts, and therefore production must always keep abreast of consumption in a precise, instanta-
neous way, requiring a constant balancing act. The role of the spanish company red eléctrica, as the sole transmission agent, manager of 
the transmission grid and operator of the spanish electricity system, consists in ensuring that production planned at the power stations 
corresponds at all times to actual consumer demand. should a difference arise between the two, it sends the appropriate instructions to the 
power stations to increase or reduce their output.

Using state-of-the-art technology and real-time communications with the generating stations, red eléctrica tracks power demand in real 
time, capturing data required to operate the electricity system under secure conditions and managing the availability of power stations, 
restrictions on the transmission grid and international exchanges (with france, portugal and Morocco). it also performs annual power de-
mand evolution forecasts in order to draw up transmission grid development plans for the coming years. adjustment services help bring the 
production programmes into line with the quality, reliability and safety requirements of the power system.

looking to the future, red eléctrica has the capacity to safely integrate a growing amount of renewable energy (up to 60 per cent of the 
total demand). over 300,000 GWh of renewable energy, provided mostly by wind energy, were integrated into the spanish grid in the past 
five years. The security and quality of supply is dependent on a sustained investment in improving reliability of the transmission grid, includ-
ing the increasing role of information and communications technology.

Source: Red Eléctrica de España, S.A. More information is available from http://www.ree.es/ingles/home.asp.
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technology-oriented sustainable development on an 
enlarged scale, enhancing the technological capability 
of developing countries and taking full advantage of the 
potential roles played by climate-friendly technologies 
in dealing with global climate change and in develop-
ing a green economy. The agreements reached under 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change in Cancun and Durban are a good step in this 
direction.

F. bUiLDiNg reSiLieNCe

1. socIal proTecTIon sysTems

129. like any major process of transition, the global shift 
towards green growth and sustainable development will 
entail structural changes in both the economy and society, 
in the process creating both opportunities and new 
constraints. social protection and safety nets are essential 
tools for minimizing hardship during such periods and have 
a key role to play in building up resilience more broadly at 
a time of heightened risk — whether as a result of climate 
change, resource scarcity, financial instability or spikes in 
the prices of food and other basic goods.

130. at their best, social protection systems not only act as 
springboards to incentivize work and empower people to 
resume productive lives amid such challenges, but also can 
help to build effective states — by deepening the social 
contract between citizens and states that lies at the heart 
of governance issues. at the same time, care also needs 
to be taken in designing them so that they do not neglect 
segments of society that are uncounted in national labour 
force statistics — sometimes men, but more often women, 
occupied in informal work that is invisible and not always 
included in social protection schemes.

drivers of inequality. With the right policies in place, new 
communications technologies can provide benefits on a 
multitude of fronts, including educational and economic 
opportunities for underserved populations and the 
dissemination of sustainable practices, and act as cata-
lysts for entrepreneurialism and the growth of small and 
medium-sized enterprises — the engine for creating jobs in  
today’s economy.

126. a greater number of technologies will be developed and 
will penetrate more deeply through international coop-
eration. some efforts to this end exist, although there is 
considerable room for improvement. in cancun, Mexico, 
and durban, south africa, in the context of the United 
Nations framework convention on climate change, 
Governments designed the climate Technology centre 
and Network to develop and promote the diffusion of 
environmentally sound technologies. The consulta-
tive Group on international agricultural research is a 
global partnership engaging organizations in research 
for sustainable agriculture, carried out by 15 centres, in 
collaboration with hundreds of partner organizations. 
pooled resources — human and financial — go further to 
deal with today’s global challenges. 

recommendation 21

127. governments should work with appropriate stakeholders 
to provide citizens, especially those in remote areas, with 
access to technologies, including universal telecommuni-
cations and broadband networks, by 2025.

recommendation 22

128. governments, international financial institutions and 
major companies should be encouraged to engage 
in international cooperation on innovation- and 
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131. The international labour organization has promoted 
four minimum elements as essential to social protection. 
These represent aspirational goals for whose achievement 
many countries continue to strive, although few have yet  
met them:

a. all residents should have access to, and the necessary 
financial protection to afford, a nationally defined set of 
essential health-care services, including maternal health;

b. all children should be above the nationally defined 
poverty line level, where necessary through family/
child benefits aimed at facilitating access to nutrition, 
education and care;

c. all those in active age groups who are unable to earn 
sufficient income on the labour markets should enjoy 
a minimum income security through social assistance, 
social transfer schemes or employment guarantee 
schemes; 

d. all residents in old age and with disabilities should have 
income security at least at the level of the nationally 
defined poverty line, through minimum pensions for old 
age and disability.

132. social protection systems can take a multiplicity of forms, 
ranging from cash and in-kind transfers to employment guar-
antee schemes (see box 11), weather insurance for farmers, 
mother-and-child nutrition programmes and school feeding 
programmes. because they are specifically targeted, such 
programmes are far more affordable for developing coun-
tries than alternatives such as economy-wide food or fuel 
subsidies, which tend to be inefficient, unnecessarily costly 
and distorting in their wider economic impacts.

boX 11:  mAHATmA gANDHi NATioNAL rUrAL  
emPLoymeNT gUArANTee ACT

The Mahatma Gandhi National rural employment Guarantee 
act is a demand-driven, people-centred employment pro-
gramme, providing livelihood security to rural indians through a 
decentralized, participatory governance process based on legal 
entitlement. it is today the largest social protection net any-
where in the world, with 34 million households having benefited 
to date.

The programme works by offering a legal guarantee of 100 
days of employment each year to every adult member of every 
rural household, at a defined minimum wage that is guaranteed 
by federal law. part of the programme’s strength is that it is 
demand driven — every citizen who asks for a job is given one, 
within 15 days of submitting an application. The programme is 
also bottom-up, with planning and implementation carried out 
at the local level, and full decision-making power delegated to 
the village assembly level. To date, 1.44 billion person-days of 
employment have been provided under the programme.

in the process, the programme creates sustainable rural assets 
and enhances ecological restoration, based on works chosen 
by rural communities. These works often have spin-off environ-
mental benefits: more than 50 per cent of works chosen relate 
to water conservation (such as micro-irrigation or renovation 
of water bodies), while more than 15 per cent of works chosen 
relate to ecological restoration and local-level forestry activities.

Source: Government of India, Ministry of Rural Development. More information is available at:  
www.nrega.nic.in.
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figure of over $200 billion, with the highest cost in 2005 
(the year of hurricane Katrina). The World Meteorologi-
cal organization Global framework for climate services 
shows promise as an example of a new tool in development 
to address the shortage of quantitative, regularly updated 
assessments of climate-related risks.

recommendation 24

136. governments should develop and implement policies to 
manage the economic and social impacts of transition 
and enhance resilience — in particular through targeted 
social protection programmes and policies and by scaling 
up humanitarian capacities to deal with increasing envi-
ronmental stress and potential shocks, where appropriate.

recommendation 25

137. governments and international organizations should 
accelerate efforts to produce regional exposure and 
vulnerability assessments and appropriate precaution-
ary strategies to prevent adverse impacts on social and 
natural systems that are fully focused on people’s needs, 
with priority accorded to the special needs of Africa, small 
island developing States, least developed countries and 
landlocked developing countries.

recommendation 26

138. governments and international organizations should 
increase the resources allocated to adaptation and disas-
ter risk reduction and integrate resilience planning into 
their development budgets and strategies.

recommendation 23

133. Countries should work to ensure that all citizens are 
provided with access to basic safety nets through appro-
priate national efforts and the provision of appropriate 
capacity, finance and technology. 

2. dIsasTer rIsk reducTIon and adapTaTIon

134. a particularly important aspect of adaptation is resilience: 
the ability to cope with climate change and natural disas-
ters, in particular those associated with droughts, sea-level 
rise, increased temperatures and extreme weather events. 
disaster risk reduction is about much more than just emer-
gency management — on the contrary, to be fully effective 
it must be integrated into all sectors of development and 
cover both measures to avoid disasters and measures to 
mitigate damage when they do occur. This is especially 
critical among the most vulnerable, such as those in africa, 
the small island developing states, the least developed 
countries and the landlocked developing countries.

135. Global attention to disaster risk reduction has risen stead-
ily in recent years. The hyogo framework for action on 
disaster risk reduction is an especially important landmark 
in efforts to assist nations and communities in becom-
ing more resilient to disasters and in better coping with 
hazards that threaten development. The vast majority (97 
per cent) of extensive disaster loss reports are weather-
related. While death totals have declined significantly 
compared with the trend of an increasing population, the 
economic costs have generally risen, reaching an annual 
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ensuring that finance is used to lay the foundations for higher 
sustainable development performance in the future.

142. enhancing social inclusion requires the promotion of decent 
employment for women, youth and the poor. studies have 
established that countries are more prosperous, and their 
economies more competitive, where the gender gap is 
narrowest, youth and the poor have access to education 
and health care and economic and political participation are 
fully ensured. The present section sets out four key areas 
for policy action: (a) incorporating social and environmental 
costs into the regulation and pricing of goods and services, as 
well as addressing market failures (paras. 143-163); (b) creat-
ing an incentive road map that increasingly values long-term 
objectives (paras. 164-180); (c) partnering to leverage new 
investments (paras. 181-197); and (d) establishing a common 
framework for measuring progress (paras. 198-202).

A.   iNCorPorATiNg SoCiAL AND eNviroNmeN-
TAL CoSTS: regULATioN AND PriCiNg To 
reFLeCT eXTerNALiTieS

143. Most goods and services sold today fail to bear the full cost 
of production and consumption. These kinds of negative 
externalities are common in virtually every area of economic 

iNTroDUCTioN

139. To achieve sustainability, a transformation of the global 
economy is required. Tinkering at the edges will not do the 
job. The current global economic crisis, which has led many 
to question the performance of existing global economic 
governance, offers an opportunity for root and branch reform 
and a decisive shift towards green growth, which contributes 
to sustainable development, not just in the financial system, 
but in the real economy as well. 

140. but the challenge is more complex than simply increasing 
growth as a way out of the economic crisis. While resumption 
of growth is, indeed, essential — for reducing unemployment, 
helping billions of people out of poverty, providing greater 
opportunities for women and generating the resources 
necessary for social protection schemes — the reality of 
social exclusion and environmental constraints means that 
this process of increasing prosperity risks becoming a victim 
of its own success unless it is based on genuinely green 
growth. 

141. Green growth has the potential to be an engine for sustain-
able development across the board. Thus, while energy 
will remain the lifeblood of the economy, green growth is 
concerned with promoting energy from low-carbon and 
renewable sources and ensuring that it is used efficiently. 
Where traditional growth paths are heavily skewed towards 
short-term interests, green growth explicitly sets out to take 
a long view. Where the old growth patterns leave social 
and environmental costs out of pricing mechanisms, green 
growth actively seeks to include them, so that prices send 
accurate signals. and where traditional growth is indiffer-
ent to where investment goes, as long as financial returns 
are satisfactory, green growth is strongly concerned with 

Iv. Working towards a sustainable economy

A key component of any sustainable economy 

is a pricing and regulatory system that reflects 

the full cost of assets, goods and services.
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polluting sources. a tax on the most important energy-
related greenhouse gas, carbon dioxide, would be another 
economically efficient means of addressing externalities. 
This should be done in a manner that does not penalize 
the poor. 

activity, and when they are allowed to go uncorrected, they 
can lead to market failures.

144. a key component of any sustainable economy is a pricing 
and regulatory system that reflects the full cost of assets, 
goods and services. While markets and the private sector 
will be important drivers of change, Governments have a 
crucial role to play in establishing policy and price signals 
through both market and non-market means.

145. The purchasing and investment decisions that are taken 
every day by millions of companies and billions of individu-
als are the very front line of sustainable development, and 
as the size of the “global middle class” grows, so does the 
need for their consumption to be sustainable.

1. prIcIng carbon and ecosysTem servIces

146. fossil fuel prices almost always fail to include the nega-
tive externalities, such as climate change and air pollution, 
associated with the production and burning of such fuels. 
full-cost pricing has the power to correct this. by captur-
ing and making clear the real costs of goods and services 
to society and the environment, it can prompt companies 
and consumers to find ways of preventing problems in the 
first place, through sustainable practices such as pollution 
prevention, energy efficiency and renewable energy use.

147. a growing number of Governments are already starting 
to reform prices. in particular, some have started to price 
carbon, either through taxation or through emissions 
trading. direct and indirect carbon pricing is a critical part 
of any climate change solution — leading to lower emis-
sions not only by incentivizing conservation, efficiency and 
demand-side management, but also by helping to make 
alternative sources of energy more competitive with highly 

boX 12:     USiNg rAiL AND veHiCLe FeeS iN THe ALPS: 
ToWArDS THe SUSTAiNAbLe TrANSPorT  
oF gooDS

in order to protect the environment without placing a burden 
on trade flows, switzerland has adopted an ambitious transport 
policy strongly encouraging the transport of goods by rail 
instead of by road. Two measures stand out: the construction 
of a system of new tracks and tunnels (the longest is 57 km), 
the new railway link through the alps, which greatly shortens 
the time needed to travel through switzerland in the north-
south direction and hence facilitates crossing the alps by rail; 
and the introduction of a performance-related heavy vehicle 
fee, which is imposed on virtually every truck heavier than 3.5 
tons carrying goods in and through switzerland. The amount 
charged is based on the mileage covered, the total gross 
vehicle weight rating and the vehicle’s emission category 
(“euro class”). Two thirds of the income generated goes to the 
federal authorities, who use it first and foremost to finance the 
construction and maintenance of an efficient railway network, 
thus further facilitating the switch from polluting road transport 
to greener rail transport.

remarkably enough, this policy was not imposed from the 
top down but has been tested at the ballot box. both the 
construction of the new railway link and the introduction of 
a heavy vehicle fee were supported by the swiss people in 
popular referendums.

Source: BLS AG Insfrastruktur. More information is available from http://www.bls.ch/e/infrastruk-
tur/neat-konzept.php.
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boX 13: THe groWiNg USe oF emiSSioNS TrADiNg

“cap and trade” emissions trading systems allow environmental damage to be reflected in 
market prices. by capping emissions, they guarantee that the desired level of emission reduc-
tion is achieved; and by allowing trading, they give business the flexibility to find the cheapest 
solutions, while rewarding investment in low-carbon technologies and innovation.

cap and trade systems work by setting a cap on total carbon dioxide emissions from the 
plants or countries covered. emissions allowances are then created and form a common 
trading currency, with one allowance giving its owner the legal right to emit 1 ton of carbon 
dioxide. When the actual emissions of companies or countries are below the legal cap, they 
can sell their permits to actors with emissions above the cap — thus enabling them to profit 
from their carbon savings.

cap and trade systems are already in place in the european Union, Norway, New Zealand, 
switzerland and a number of north-eastern states of the United states. They are also being 
developed and implemented in australia, china, india and the republic of Korea, as well as in 
california and some canadian provinces, and debated in Japan and elsewhere.

Where emissions allowances are allocated through auctioning, as occurs partially in the euro-
pean Union emissions trading scheme and the regional Greenhouse Gas initiative system in 
the north-eastern United states, they provide an important source of revenue which can be 
used to fund climate action or other public goods.

The european Union emissions trading system is the largest cap and trade system, launched in 
2005, covering carbon dioxide emissions from around 11,500 installations across europe and 
around 40 per cent of european Union greenhouse gas emissions. The european Union-wide 
cap for 2008-2012 amounts to 2.081 billion allowances per year. Use of offset credits from 
outside the european Union (including from the clean development Mechanism and other 
sources) is allowed, subject to quantitative and qualitative limits, making the european Union 
emissions trading system the main driver of the international carbon market and providing a 
clear incentive for action. 

india is working on an emissions trading scheme for key local pollutants in three large states 
as a new approach to environmental regulation in the country. a pilot project has been 
launched in three states.

148. Governments can also institute 
innovative market-based mech-
anisms to create incentives for 
companies to move towards 
more sustainable patterns of 
production and take a longer 
term view of profitability.

149. public and private actors are 
also increasingly recognizing 
the value of ecosystem services 
such as soil fertility, water quality, 
waste decomposition and carbon 
sequestration. The 2005 Millen-
nium ecosystem assessment 
and the 2009 economics of 
ecosystems and biodiversity 
report project were instrumental 
in defining, valuing and raising 
awareness about the valuable 
services which natural systems 
deliver. This progress is likely to 
be crucial not only in slowing the 
destruction of the world’s forests, 
but also in making sure that vital 
increases in agricultural produc-
tion do not come at the cost of 
ecosystem health.
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Sources: European Commission and the Government of India. More information is available from http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/ets/index_en.htm and http://moef.nic.in/modules/others/?f=mfes.
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in addition, india has already launched an 
ambitious “perform, achieve and Trade” 
mechanism, which is intended to encourage 700 
of the country’s most energy-intensive units to 
become more energy-efficient and in the process 
help reduce india’s greenhouse gas emissions by 
25 million tons of carbon dioxide equivalent per 
year by 2014/15. about 700 of the most energy-
intensive industrial units and power stations 
in india would be mandated to reduce their 
energy consumption by a specified percentage. 
The percentage reduction for a facility would 
depend on its current level of efficiency: the most 
efficient facility in a sector would have a lower 
percentage reduction requirement, while less 
efficient facilities would face larger percentage 
reduction requirements.

australia recently introduced a carbon pricing 
mechanism as a key part of a plan for a clean  
energy future to underpin future national 
prosperity. social equity is a key element of the 
scheme, which provides support to low-income 
households to assist with the impact of the 
carbon price.

in china, pilot projects on emissions trading have 
been launched in five cities and two provinces 
with the aim of gradually putting a regional 
carbon emissions trading system in place by 2015. 
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152. These subsidies are not merely expensive; they also 
distort trade markets, harm the environment, increase 
greenhouse gas emissions and slow poverty alleviation. 
according to the international energy agency, only 8 per 
cent of fossil fuel consumption subsidies in 2010 reached 
the poorest 20 per cent of the population.

153. While G-20 Governments have made some progress in 
acknowledging the cost of such subsidies, much more 
could be achieved with farther-reaching action. reduc-
tions of fossil fuel subsidies would substantially reduce 
the price difference between renewable energy and more 
carbon-intensive energy sources. The international energy 
agency estimates that the effects of phasing out fossil fuel 
subsidies by 2020 would include:

150. schemes to create payments for ecosystem services are 
already being implemented around the world as a way of 
providing incentives for conserving biodiversity, reducing 
deforestation, restoring forests, protecting water catch-
ments or reducing soil erosion, while stimulating economic 
growth and reducing poverty. examples include:

a. at the national level, the conservation reserve 
programme of the United states, the Grain for Green 
programme of china, the Green Water credits scheme 
of Kenya and the National forest commission scheme 
of Mexico;

b. at the regional level, the european Union agri-environ-
mental and forest environmental schemes (worth ¤2 
billion a year); 

c. at the international level, the reducing emissions from 
deforestation and forest degradation (redd-plus) 
programme.

2. reducTIon of IneffIcIenT subsIdIes

151. in most countries, incomplete pricing of externalities is 
exacerbated by the tendency of Governments to subsidize 
sectors of the economy which create negative exter-
nalities. Three of the most heavily subsidized sectors in 
the world are agriculture, energy and fisheries. in 2009, 
Governments around the world spent an estimated $312 
billion subsidizing fossil fuel consumption and an addi-
tional $100 billion subsidizing fossil fuel production. in the 
same year, oecd countries alone spent $384 billion subsi-
dizing agricultural production and consumption.

boX 14: boLSA verDe

bolsa verde is a brazilian national programme within the 
purview of the brasil sem Miséria plan for the eradication of 
poverty. The programme distributes additional funds to families 
living in extreme poverty who commit to promoting environ-
mental conservation in the areas where they live and work.  
The programme includes quarterly direct payments and envi-
ronmental capacity-building in forest management. in its initial 
stages, bolsa verde aims to benefit nearly 73,000 small-farm 
families and other traditional communities living in conservation 
units and land-reform settlements that contain important  
forest resources.

Source: Government of Brazil.
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155. This needs to be done in a manner that does not penal-
ize the poor, especially when the products or services 
concerned are basic essentials. careful thought needs to 
be given to the sequencing of subsidy reduction: subsi-
dies that the poor rely on least should be reduced first, 
accompanied by targeted support for the poorest and 
most vulnerable people where needed.

3. susTaInable publIc procuremenT

156. Governments can also modify price signals by adopting 
sustainable public procurement policies. Governments 
are the largest consumers in an economy. on average, the 
public sector spends between 45 and 65 per cent of its 
budgets on public procurement. This amounts to 13 to 17 
per cent of Gdp in high-income countries and even more 
elsewhere. This spending can be used to set specific social 
and environmental standards for products and services 
purchased and can provide a sufficiently large market to 
enable economies of scale.

a. a 5 per cent decline in global primary energy demand 
by 2020 — equivalent to the current energy consump-
tion of australia, Japan, New Zealand and the republic 
of Korea combined;

b. a decline in global demand for oil of 6.5 million barrels 
per day by 2020, predominant in the transport sector — 
equivalent to approximately one third of current United 
states oil demand;

c. a carbon dioxide emissions reduction of 6.9 per 
cent (2.4 gigatonnes) by 2020 — equivalent to the 
current emissions of france, Germany, italy, spain and 
the United Kingdom of Great britain and Northern  
ireland combined.

154. With Governments everywhere under increased pressure 
to reduce public expenditure, an unprecedented political 
opportunity exists to reduce or eliminate perverse subsi-
dies that fail to reflect the economic value of natural and 
social resources. 

With Governments everywhere under increased pressure to reduce public expenditure, an 

unprecedented political opportunity exists to reduce or eliminate perverse subsidies that 

fail to reflect the economic value of natural and social resources.
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4. InnovaTIve sources of fInancIng

158. other innovative sources of financing can be used at 
the global, regional or national level as a way of pricing 
externalities, as well as of generating revenue that can be 
used to finance other aspects of sustainability. The reform 
of tax systems to shift taxation away from employment 
and towards consumption and resource use can help 
incentivize greener, more resource-efficient growth. Tax 
deductions to incentivize sustainable behaviour can also 
be highly effective.

159. While the political acceptability of innovative sources of 
finance and new fiscal measures will vary by country, as 
past efforts have shown, recent years have seen particular 
attention paid to the potential for this kind of approach 
to be used at the global level. The panel discussed and 
agreed on the need to further explore new areas of inno-
vative sources of finance. This could build on, for instance, 
the work of the high-level advisory Group of the secre-
tary-General on climate change financing. in terms of 
sources, a number of categories were identified by the 
advisory Group (see box 16).

160. a number of important sectors of the global economy are 
currently untaxed, despite the externalities they generate; 
these include emissions from fossil fuel combustion in the 
international maritime and aviation sectors. a tax on the 
most important energy-related greenhouse gas, carbon 
dioxide, would be another economically efficient means 
of addressing externalities.

157. recent successes in the use of sustainable public procure-
ment have demonstrated that Governments can exert a 
major influence on the private sector, encouraging busi-
nesses to invest in new product development, reshape 
their value chains and build markets for new products 
outside the public sector. one illustration is the manda-
tory policy on green product public procurement of the 
republic of Korea (see box 15).

boX 15:  greeN PUbLiC ProCUremeNT STrATegy oF 
THe rePUbLiC oF koreA

The Government of the republic of Korea recognized the im-
portance of product and service procurement as a key means 
of realizing national policy goals and introduced a mandatory 
eco-friendly product procurement scheme to public institutions 
in 2004 — building on an earlier eco-labelling system intro-
duced in 1994.

The green product procurement policy fosters environmental 
competition among corporations for market entry and has led 
to strengthened environmental responsibility, improved price 
and quality and accelerated development of green technology.

The production scale of eco-labelled products in the republic 
of Korea has also increased considerably, from $1.5 billion in 
2004 to $17 billion in 2009. The products that public institu-
tions purchased through the public procurement service from 
2004 to 2009 were found to have reduced emissions by ap-
proximately 2 million tons of carbon dioxide, with economic 
benefits totalling some $27 million.

Source: Global Green Growth Institute. 
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boX 16:  CALCULATioNS by THe HigH-LeveL ADviSory groUP oN CLimATe CHANge FiNANCiNg (AgF)  
oF iNNovATive FiNANCe SoUrCeS, 2020 eSTimATeS (Billions of United States dollars)

Low Carbon Price medium Carbon Price High Carbon Price

1. PUbLiC FiNANCe For grANTS

(a) public carbon market revenue

assigned amount unit auctions and emission  
trading scheme auctions

2-8 8-38 14-70

offset levies 0-1 1-5 3-15

(b) levies on international transport

Maritime 2-6 4-9 8-19

aviation 1-2 2-3 3-6

(c) carbon-related revenues

carbon tax 10

Wires charge 5

removal of fossil fuel subsidies (G-20 commitments) 3-8

redirection of fossil fuel royalties 10

(d) financial transaction taxes 2-27

(e) direct budget contributions 200-400

2. DeveLoPmeNT bANk iNSTrUmeNTS Gross leverage factor x 3.5 (net x 1.1)

3. PrivATe CAPiTAL (groSS FLoWS) 100-200

4. CArboN mArkeT oFFSeTS 8-12 38-50 150

Source: Report of the Secretary-General’s High-level Advisory Group on Climate Change Financing, available from: www.un.org/climatechange/agf.
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d. Develop and expand national and international schemes 
for payments for ecosystem services in such areas as 
water use, farming, fisheries and forestry systems;

e. Address price signals that distort the consumption and 
investment decisions of households, businesses and 
the public sector and undermine sustainability values. 
governments should move towards the transparent 
disclosure of all subsidies, and should identify and 
remove those subsidies which cause the greatest detri-
ment to natural, environmental and social resources;

f. Phase out fossil fuel subsidies and reduce other 
perverse or trade-distorting subsidies by 2020. The 
reduction of subsidies must be accomplished in a 
manner that protects the poor and eases the transi-
tion for affected groups when the products or services 
concerned are essential.

recommendation 28

162. governments, other public institutions such as univer-
sities, and international organizations should develop 
sustainable development criteria for their procurement, 
with the aim of achieving a shift towards cost-effective 
sustainable procurement over the next 10 years, and 
should issue annual public reports on their progress as 
from 2015.

recommendation 29

163. governments should develop standards for production 
and resource extraction to support the transition to a 
sustainable global economy. They should further encour-
age widespread adoption and uptake by business of 
voluntary sustainability principles derived from interna-
tional agreements and conventions.

recommendation 27

161. governments should establish price signals that value 
sustainability to guide the consumption and investment 
decisions of households, businesses and the public sector. 
in particular, governments could: 

a. establish natural resource and externality pricing 
instruments, including carbon pricing, through mecha-
nisms such as taxation, regulation or emissions trading 
systems, by 2020;

b. ensure that policy development reflects the positive 
benefits of the inclusion of women, youth and the poor 
through their full participation in and contribution to 
the economy, and also account for the economic, envi-
ronmental and social costs;

c. reform national fiscal and credit systems to provide 
long-term incentives for sustainable practices, as well 
as disincentives for unsustainable behaviour;

… Governments can exert a major influence  

on the private sector, encouraging busi-

nesses to invest in new product develop-

ment, reshape their value chains and build 

markets for new products outside the 

public sector.
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b.  CreATiNg AN iNCeNTive roAD mAP THAT iN-
CreASiNgLy vALUeS LoNg-Term obJeCTiveS

1. corporaTe accounTabIlITy

164. corporations around the world are making progress in 
adopting responsible business practices. yet serious imple-
mentation gaps remain. The Global compact is a strategic 
policy initiative established by the secretary-General for 
businesses that are committed to aligning their operations 
and strategies with 10 universally accepted principles in 
the areas of human rights, labour, environment and fight-
ing corruption.

165. a number of other voluntary schemes exist within the 
private sector that can help investors, companies and 
other stakeholders to measure their environmental and 
social impact. The Global reporting initiative and the inter-
national integrated reporting committee, for example, 
provide a template for corporate reporting on environ-
mental and social performance. The carbon disclosure 
project provides information to investors and other stake-
holders on companies’ carbon liabilities. some companies 
have recently introduced their first environmental profit 
and loss accounts, detailing the full economic cost of 
natural resources used and environmental effects caused 
by providing products to customers. 

166. however, the uptake of such reporting measures remains 
limited: currently, only 3 per cent of fortune 250 compa-
nies utilize integrated reporting, which aims to offer 
investors and regulators a single report addressing a 
company’s overall performance on economic factors as 
well as environmental, social and governance practices. 
for a real step change to take place, mandatory reporting 
should be considered. 

boX 17:  voLUNTAry iNvoLvemeNT iN SUSTAiNAbiLiTy 
rePorTiNg oN THe iSTANbUL 
SToCk eXCHANge 

The istanbul stock exchange and the business council for 
sustainable development-Turkey launched the istanbul stock 
exchange sustainability index. The aim of the project is to 
review listed companies on the istanbul stock exchange on 
the basis of their management of sustainability issues and to 
create an index that will demonstrate the leadership of listed 
Turkish companies. 

The istanbul stock exchange sustainability index seeks to  
provide a competitive advantage for leading Turkish compa-
nies by raising the profile of sustainability leaders. The project 
will develop an index of companies listed on the istanbul 
stock exchange to act as a benchmark encouraging and  
enabling major companies in Turkey to compete successfully 
in a world where corporate environmental and social gover-
nance performance is necessary for long-term success. 

The istanbul stock exchange sustainability index is a multi-
stakeholder project developing best practices with the goal 
of launching a Turkish sustainability benchmark for istanbul 
stock exchange-listed companies and their investors. 

Source: Istanbul Stock Exchange Sustainability Index. More information is available from  
http://www.isesi.org/ISESI__ENG/About_ISESI.html.

167. capital markets can play a major role in driving this change, 
by encouraging companies to improve their reporting. in 
Turkey, recent attempts by the istanbul stock exchange 
to initiate a sustainability index provide an interesting 
example of progress in this area (see box 17). 
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171. sustainable development requires longer-term, patient 
investors. experience has shown that at least part of the 
current financial crisis has resulted from an overconcentra-
tion on “short-termism” and quarterly results by investors. 
This has revealed a unique window of opportunity for 
international financial reform and sustainable development 
to walk hand in hand. 

172. Governments need to act to encourage institutional inves-
tors, such as public and private pension funds, to invest 
for the longer term, a critical consideration for sustainable 
development. at the moment, they are often prevented 
from doing this by national legislation relating to their 
“fiduciary responsibilities”. 

173. We have recently seen the impact of credit rating agencies’ 
decisions on both sovereign and private debt. a range of 
institutions, led by UNep, have played important roles in 
advancing sustainable development considerations as a 
future component of their ratings. 

174. sovereign wealth funds are also important in this regard. 
The total assets of such funds currently stand at nearly 
$3 trillion, and are expected to reach between $6 trillion 

2.   provIdIng IncenTIves for  
longer-Term InvesTmenTs

168. The transition to sustainable development will require 
large amounts of capital. estimates from different sources 
(stern, UNep and oecd) suggest a range from 0.5 to 2.5 
per cent of global gross domestic product per annum. 

169. some of this can come from the amount which Govern-
ments can save from the almost $1 trillion in subsidies 
which they pay every year. some can come from redirect-
ing a portion of the $5 trillion which they spend on the 
procurement of goods and services annually. some will 
come from official development assistance, now estimated 
at $130 billion per year. but a very large part of these new 
resources will come from private pools of capital. 

170. While enhanced corporate reporting on sustainability can 
provide investors with improved information on which to 
base investment decisions, it will not necessarily change 
the way they themselves behave. for this to happen, a 
review of investors’ fiduciary responsibilities is needed, 
particularly in the light of the recent financial crisis and 
the endemic short-term outlook of the financial sector. 

Governments need to act to encourage institutional investors, such as public and private 

pension funds, to invest for the longer term, a critical consideration for sustainable develop-

ment. At the moment, they are often prevented from doing this by national legislation 

relating to their “fiduciary responsibilities”.



resilieNT people, resilieNT plaNeT: a fUTUre WorTh choosiNG 59

Working towards a sustainable economy

transactions. business groups should work with governments 
and international agencies to develop a framework for sustain-
able development reporting, and should consider mandatory 
reporting by corporations with market capitalizations larger than  
$100 million. 

recommendation 31

178. businesses should seek to align their business prac-
tices with universally accepted principles concerning 
human rights, labour, environmental sustainability and 
the fight against corruption, such as those set forth in the  
global Compact. 

recommendation 32

179. given the importance of large pools of private and sovereign 
capital to enable the transition to sustainable development, 
we call on the following entities to explore a range of meas-
ures to apply sustainable development criteria, including: 

a. The boards of sovereign wealth funds and of national and 
international public pension funds, as well as other major 
financial institutions, in their investment decisions; 

b. governments or stock market regulators, to adopt or revise 
regulations in order to encourage their use; 

c. Stock exchanges, to facilitate their application in the analy-
sis of companies and their reports on compliance; 

d. governments, to develop incentives and create an enabling 
environment by making boards of directors attentive to 
them (fiduciary duty); 

e. governments and credit rating agencies, to integrate them 
into their respective risk assessments. 

and $10 trillion by 2013. Twelve new sovereign wealth funds 
have been established since 2005 alone. blending commercial 
and public/national interests, these vehicles have considerable 
potential to invest for the long term and so take sustainability 
issues into account more fully, as well as, in some instances, 
having sustainability as a distinct policy objective. The Norwe-
gian Government pension fund is an example of best practice 
in this area.

175. These kinds of practices could be advanced through a revi-
sion of the current “code of good practice” for sovereign 
wealth funds — the santiago principles — which would 
be comparable to changes in the governance of national 
and international public pension funds to enable them to  
invest responsibly. 

176. bilateral donors, international institutions, development banks 
and export credit agencies are exposed to fragmentation risk 
when their sectoral development programmes and policies 
do not adequately take into account the broader sustainable 
development perspective. promoting economic adjustments 
can have strong impacts on the environment and on social 
issues. They must hence strive for a holistic approach to 
sustainable development and monitor the consequences of 
their policies adequately. a variety of initiatives have been 
launched to develop criteria for lending institutions, such as 
those of the “equator principles” (which are based on the inter-
national finance corporation performance standards on social 
and environmental sustainability and on the World bank Group 
environmental, health and safety guidelines). These and other 
efforts may be useful models for wider consideration. 

recommendation 30

177. governments should promote and incentivize the inclusion 
of long-term sustainable development criteria in investment 
and transactions conducted by companies, including financial 
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up sustainability efforts in both developing and devel-
oped countries. strategic public-private partnerships are 
becoming more influential in implementing sustainable 
development investment. in these partnerships, partici-
pants agree to cooperate up front in a strategic programme 
design rather than in a stand-alone project. 

183. a major part of the sustainable development challenge 
will be to spend differently, rather than just to spend more. 
There is significant overlap between many areas where 
investment is needed: much climate adaptation spending 
should help with agricultural productivity, for example. 
even so, the fact remains that delivering poverty reduction 
and sustainability outcomes in the future will be an expen-
sive process and will require greater clarity with regard to 
the respective roles of the public and private sectors. 

184. The provision of infrastructure services and their associ-
ated financing challenges is an area that requires particular 
attention. for example, as the world becomes increas-
ingly urbanized, investment in infrastructure for long-term 
economic growth and sustainable development, such as in 
energy, water and transportation, will become more impor-
tant. There are several areas with potential for promoting 
and leveraging investment in infrastructure.2

recommendation 33

180. governments, international institutions and interna-
tional development banks should step up their efforts 
to promote sustainable development and to assess and 
monitor adequately the consequences of their policies 
in the social and environmental spheres. multilateral and 
regional development banks and export credit agencies 
should apply sustainable development criteria, while 
considering country risks.

C.  PArTNeriNg To LeverAge  
NeW iNveSTmeNTS 

181. despite the continuing importance of and need to increase 
official development assistance and other public sector 
funds (in 2010, total official development assistance from 
oecd countries amounted to $128.7 billion), it is clear that 
there will be huge financial demands on the private sector 
as well. The parties to the United Nations framework 
convention on climate change, in negotiations over the 
past several years, have recognized the need for scaled-up 
finance — agreeing to mobilize $100 billion of public and 
private finance per year by the year 2020. however, this 
is only a portion of the investment needed: the interna-
tional energy agency has estimated that investment in the 
energy sector alone will total trillions of dollars over the 
next several decades to keep pace with demand. 

182. The past few years have seen a number of innovative 
public-private partnerships to reduce investment risks, 
optimize the use of both public and private sources of 
finance and pool human resources and strategic capabili-
ties. There is increasing recognition among practitioners 
that such partnerships could play a pivotal role in scaling 

A major part of the sustainable develop-

ment challenge will be to spend differently, 

rather than just to spend more.
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188. one particular area where partnerships are crucial is the 
promotion of micro, small and medium-sized enterprises. 
These companies are pivotal drivers of growth, wealth-
creation and employment. The role of small business in 
sustainable development is thus hugely important. 

189. access to capital is a major obstacle in the development of 
small businesses, as are gaps in management and limited 
access to technology. it is estimated that, despite the enor-
mous expansion of the microfinance industry, many small 
businesses still lack access to credit. 

190. Microfinance can be effective in poverty alleviation, by 
empowering the poor through small business loans, group 
participatory lending structures and safe institutions for 
saving money, and it has a key role to play in promoting 
small and medium-sized enterprises and reducing the 
vulnerability of the poor to the impacts of poverty and 
climate change. 

191. The key challenges are to continue and, if possible, accel-
erate the scaling-up of the microfinance industry, to 
reach increasingly poor and remote people, especially 
in rural areas, and to reduce costs, taking better advan-
tage of new electronic technologies. There is also a need 
for mainstream actors in the financing system, includ-
ing banks, to become much more active in lending to  
smaller enterprises.

parTnershIps wITh mIcro, small and medIum-
sIzed enTerprIses and local communITIes

185. one area where public investment may be needed is 
situations in which the required investments need to be 
front-loaded — for example, when sustainable technolo-
gies will reduce operating costs, but recouping their initial 
capital costs takes time, or when time is required for other 
instruments, such as private investments, to be able to 
generate sufficient revenues. it is important to balance the 
costs and benefits of front-loading carefully and to avoid 
a situation in which the poor have to carry the burden of 
up-front resource costs. 

186. another area where public investment can be essential is 
capacity-building to help developing countries to create 
market-enabling environments. Unlike fixed investments, 
these kinds of investments are not usually funded by 
private finance, but they nonetheless offer high leverage 
ratios, as they unlock many multiples in both national and 
international private investment flows. 

187. above all, public investments are critical for projects 
that offer high social returns but do not provide suffi-
cient financial returns for profit-seeking investors. in such 
cases, Governments can make the project economically 
viable through such policies as provision of infrastructure, 
risk-sharing, viability gap funding3 or advance purchase 
commitments.

2.  infrastructure assets can be defined as the system of public works in a country, state or region, including services such as roads, utility lines and railroads. 
private sector financing of public infrastructure usually takes the form of project finance with a long-term perspective.

3.  viability gap funding is most commonly referred to as financial support from the public sector, in the form of grants to a private partner in infrastructure 
projects undertaken through public-private partnerships with a view to making them commercially viable.
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recommendation 37

196. governments should seek to incentivize investment in 
sustainable development by shaping investor calcula-
tions about the future through, in particular, the greater 
use of risk-sharing mechanisms and the enhancement 
of certainty about the long-term regulatory and policy 
environment. measures could include targets for renew-
able energy or conservation, waste reduction, water 
conservation, access to carbon markets through the 
Clean Development mechanism of the kyoto Protocol or 
sustained prospects for public financing. 

recommendation 38

197. governments and the financial sector should develop 
innovative partnerships to provide capacity-building and 
increased access to capital, as a means of incentivizing 
small and medium-sized enterprises and enabling them 
to take part in the new sustainable economy. 

D.  eSTAbLiSHiNg A CommoN FrAmeWork For 
meASUriNg ProgreSS 

198. Gross national product (GNp) has long dominated 
economic thinking and has been the touchstone by which 
the performance of national economies and the effec-
tiveness of politicians are measured. but this measure of 
success has increasingly been challenged by new think-
ing — including the brundtland report in 1987, the human 
development index and the commission on the Meas-
urement of economic performance and social progress, 
established by the president of france, Nicolas sarkozy, 
and chaired by Joseph stiglitz, amartya sen and Jean-paul 
fitoussi. efforts in a number of countries to include happi-
ness and well-being in national progress indicators are also 
important steps. 

192. for too long, partnerships have been seen as a task for 
national Governments, international organizations and, 
more recently, markets. but today substantive progress on 
sustainable development is not possible without includ-
ing local governments and local community organizations, 
such as women’s self-help groups, in the forefront of the 
sustainable development agenda. They must be consulted, 
engaged and, in many cases, called upon to implement 
sustainable development policies and partnerships. 

recommendation 34

193. governments and business should build strategic partner-
ships between themselves and local communities for the 
implementation of sustainable development investments. 

recommendation 35

194. governments, international financial institutions and major 
companies should work together to create incentives 
for increased investments in sustainable technologies, 
innovations and infrastructures, including through the 
adoption of policies and targets that reduce investor 
uncertainty; the promotion of public-private networks to 
support research and development; the development of 
risk guarantee schemes and the provision of risk capital; 
and seed financing. 

recommendation 36

195. governments should use public investment to create 
enabling frameworks that catalyse very substantial addi-
tional financing from the private sector, for example, 
through the provision of infrastructure, risk-sharing, 
viability gap funding or advance purchase commitments. 
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ecological footprint studies (such as those of Mexico), 
inter alia, are examples of how to measure the degree of 
ecosystem integrity. 

201. The systemic transformation of the global economy 
implied by sustainable development forces us to rethink 
what we mean by progress and whether economic growth 
is really the best means of measuring it. in order to decou-
ple production and consumption from natural resource use 
and environmental degradation, narrow concepts of GNp 
should be supplemented by indices or indicators which 
measure sustainable development. The identification of 
a sustainable development index or set of sustainable 
development indicators should not be used as a means to 
impose penalties or trade barriers. 

recommendation 39

202. To measure progress on sustainable development, a 
Sustainable Development index or set of indicators 
should be developed by 2014. To this end, the Secretary-
general should appoint a technical task force, including 
relevant stakeholders.

199. While material prosperity is important, it is a long way from 
being the only determinant of well-being. as the commis-
sion on the Measurement of economic performance and 
social progress noted in its 2009 report, purely economic 
indicators say nothing about whether material well-being is 
bought at the expense of environmental and social impacts 
or at the risk of putting undue stress on natural resources. 

200. on the environmental side of the equation, there is 
considerable experience with regard to how to measure 
the state of the environment, the degree of ecosystem 
integrity and the dimension of risk as a result of business-
as-usual trends, which can be built into the sustainable 
development index or set of sustainability indicators. 
programmes on “green” GNp undertaken by the United 
Nations (UNep Global environmental outlook biennial 
reports and the report on decoupling natural resource use 
and environmental impacts from economic growth) and 
by various countries, including india, the oecd environ-
mental indicators, the Millennium ecosystem assessment, 
the economics of ecosystems and biodiversity study and 

In order to decouple production and consumption from natural resource use and  

environmental degradation, narrow concepts of GNP should be supplemented by indices 

or indicators which measure sustainable development.
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collaborative and flexible approach. a crucial role for 
Governments and state-based institutions, beyond the 
legitimacy they uniquely confer, then becomes how to 
set the agenda and create governance frameworks within 
which such collaboration can constructively take place. 

206. The present section examines aspects of governance and 
coherence for sustainable development at the national 
and global levels. it also pays special attention to holding 
all actors accountable for achieving sustainable develop-
ment, and many of the recommendations put forward 
are designed to strengthen accountability at all decision-
making levels. in particular, this section calls for: (a) ways 
to improve coherence and accountability at the national 
and local levels (paras. 207-219); (b) ways to improve 
coherence and accountability at the regional and global 
levels (paras. 220-236); (c) a new set of global sustainable 
development goals (paras. 237-245); (d) a periodic global 
sustainable development outlook report to connect the 
dots across issues and encourage inter-agency coherence 
at the international level (paras. 246-255); and (e) a new 
commitment to strengthening international governance 
for sustainable development, including by considering 
the creation of a global sustainable development council 
(paras. 256-267).

iNTroDUCTioN

203. as shown in previous sections of the present report, 
sustainable development depends on an effective frame-
work of institutions and decision-making processes at 
the local, national, regional and global levels. in reality, 
however, the norm is too often one of fragmented insti-
tutions established around single-issue “silos”; deficits in 
terms of both leadership and political space; lack of flex-
ibility in adapting to new kinds of challenges and crises; 
and a failure to anticipate and plan for both challenges and 
opportunities — all of which undermine both policymaking 
and delivery on the ground. 

204. at the same time, the actors involved in governance are 
more diverse than ever before. Non-state actors have 
become major players in their own right and adept at 
using new media and social networking technologies to 
set agendas. private-sector entities, meanwhile, have the 
power to mobilize vast resources, with both positive and 
negative effects on sustainable development. 

205. coalitions of state and non-state actors are thus 
becoming increasingly common in policymaking and 
implementation — on the basis of a pragmatic recogni-
tion that effective solutions often depend on a far more 

Good governance is at the heart of sustainable development and starts with the basics:  

democracy, the rule of law, respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and equality 

for women and men, as well as access to information, justice and political participation.
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collectively, are crucial. sustainable development is too 
broad and complex to be dealt with by any individual 
ministry or agency. it needs to involve all those at the 
crossroads of economic, social and environmental issues. 
heads of Government can generate real results if they 

A.  CoHereNCe AND ACCoUNTAbiLiTy AT THe 
NATioNAL AND LoCAL LeveLS 

207. Good governance is at the heart of sustainable develop-
ment and starts with the basics: democracy, the rule of 
law, respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, 
and equality for women and men, as well as access to 
information, justice and political participation. The active 
participation of young people in society, politics and 
the economy must be encouraged. policies to combat 
corruption and organized crime are also essential, given 
the damage that corrupt and criminal practices cause to 
society and the economy. 

208. if good governance provides the soil in which sustainable 
development can grow, coherence is an indispensable 
tool for actually making it happen. When ministries and 
agencies work in isolation from one another, the result 
is fragmentation of efforts and resources and a missed 
opportunity to address sustainable development chal-
lenges that are themselves interconnected. 

209. for example, treating climate adaptation as a wholly sepa-
rate area of work from agriculture, water management or 
health care may make sense in one way, given that these 
areas fall under different ministries. but in the lives of 
real families and communities, they are heavily intercon-
nected by complex webs of linkages, feedback loops and  
ripple effects. 

210. The first steps against institutional fragmentation hence 
need to be taken in capitals — with genuinely whole-of-
Government approaches to sustainable development. 
signals sent and leadership exercised from the top, 
by heads of state or Government, and by cabinets 

boX 18:  goverNANCe For SUSTAiNAbLe  
DeveLoPmeNT iN NorWAy

The Ministry of finance of Norway is responsible for coordinat-
ing the Government’s work on sustainable development, includ-
ing the National strategy for sustainable development, which 
covers the economic, environmental and social dimensions of 
sustainable development. 

To implement this strategy, Norway has integrated sustainable 
development into the Government’s most important policy 
document, the annual national budget. in each yearly budget, 
follow-up is reported in a separate chapter, with contributions 
from all ministries and the statistics office. it is a critical tool in 
monitoring progress. 

in december 2003, the Government appointed an expert com-
mittee that was given the task of developing a set of indica-
tors of sustainable development for Norway. after conducting 
a public consultation on the initial 16 indicators, the Ministry 
of finance presented a slightly revised set of indicators in the 
2006 national budget. The set, now consisting of 18 indica-
tors, has become increasingly important in monitoring to what 
extent developments in Norway are consistent with sustainable 
development targets. individual ministries also use the indicator 
set in their reports on sustainable development issues.

Source: Government of Norway. More information on the National Strategy for Sustainable Devel-
opment of Norway is available from http://www.regjeringen.no/ upload/FIN/rapporter/R-0617E.
pdf. More information on the set of indicators for sustainable development is available from http://
www.ssb.no/english/magazine/art-2006-11-09-01-en.html.
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ministries or departments. This kind of “management by 
objectives” can help to focus Government departments 
and agencies proactively on ways to support cross-
governmental goals, whereas departmental budgets 
can encourage the opposite dynamic, with departments 
seeking to defend their budgets and “territory” from 
encroachment. a range of other mechanisms for improv-
ing policy coherence are set out in box 19.

boX 19: meCHANiSmS For PoLiCy CoHereNCe

Government leaders can draw on a steadily increasing range of policymaking options for improving policy coherence: 

•	 	High-level	coordination	bodies,	such	as	the	Planning	Commission	of	India	(headed	by	the	Prime	Minister,	with	the	specific	aim	of	cutting	
through ministerial silos), the National development and reform commission of china, the high planning council of Turkey and the Na-
tional planning commission of south africa. other examples include the social partnership initiative of barbados, which brings together 
ministers, employers and trade unions to address major economic, social and environmental challenges under the chairmanship of the 
prime Minister; and the cross-sectoral approach of switzerland, inherent to the structure of the federal Government, which, in the absence 
of a prime Minister, facilitates collective decision-making on all policy issues and shared responsibility for implementation by all Govern-
ment members. 

•	 	National	sustainable	development	plans	and	strategies,	which	are	championed	by	the	Head	of	State	or	Government,	receive	broad	politi-
cal support in parliament and bring all relevant stakeholders (including the private sector, civil society, and local and regional authorities) 
together in a broad partnership. such plans and strategies should include the economic, social and environmental dimensions of such 
issues as poverty eradication, job creation, inequality reduction, unsustainable patterns of consumption and production, energy, climate 
change, biodiversity and green growth. They should also include specific commitments that go beyond the narrow time frame of the 
electoral cycle, and include monitoring and accountability provisions.

•	 	Ministries	of	foreign	affairs	with	responsibility	for	coordinating	the	foreign	policy	of	their	country	with	the	sectoral	ministries	in	order	to	
ensure more coherent representation of national positions in international forums. in sweden, the Ministry of foreign affairs and the Min-
ister for international development cooperation are responsible for coordinating and developing the Government’s policy coherence for 
development, unanimously adopted by the parliament in 2003.

•	 	A	better	interface	between	policymakers	and	the	scientific	community,	which,	in	turn,	can	contribute	to	deeper	understanding	of	the	
causes and impacts of sustainable development challenges and point to innovative and effective ways of addressing them. The United 
states president’s council of advisers on science and Technology and the United Kingdom Government’s chief scientific adviser are 
both useful examples of this approach.

make clear that sustainable development should be main-
streamed throughout the work of all Government entities, 
and that they expect all ministers to focus on sustainable 
development, and work together in pursuit of it.

211. an especially powerful tool for driving coherence across 
Governments is the integration of budgets, for instance, 
by allocating resources to strategic goals rather than to 
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effective spatial planning, for example, can lead to well-
thought-through settlement and construction policies, 
which in turn can lead to increased energy efficiency in 
transport and housing, better biodiversity protection and 
even improved public health, by preventing people (all too 
often, socially marginalized groups) from settling close to 
dangerous emission sources or in areas prone to natural 
disasters. encouraging healthy competition among cities 
and local authorities can also have a positive impact. This 
can be done through, for example, national or international 
sustainable development awards, such as the european 
Green capital award, given for 2012 to vitoria-Gasteiz, 
a city in the basque country of northern spain, which 
puts emphasis on energy efficiency, water conservation, 
integrated waste management, public transport and civil 
society engagement.

recommendation 40

215. As a basis for sustainable development, governments 
should ensure the rule of law, good governance and 
citizens’ rights of access to official information, public 
participation in decision-making and equal access  
to justice.

recommendation 41

216. governments should enable young people’s participa-
tion in and influence on decision-making processes at the 
local, national and international levels. in addition, consul-
tation processes and dialogue should be encouraged to 
incorporate voices from non-conventional networks and 
youth communities, such as internet forums and opinion-
making blogs.

212. sustainable development perspectives should be incor-
porated into the budgetary process at different phases, 
including when the original budget proposal is prepared 
and later, in its implementation. These can be derived from 
internationally agreed goals, as well as other national or 
international social, economic and environmental standards. 
The special role of parliaments around the world in holding 
Governments to account, scrutinizing policy and approving 
budgets gives them a particular responsibility in ensuring 
the fulfilment of sustainable development commitments.

213. local authorities, such as regions, states and municipali-
ties, also have an especially important role to play, given 
that the subnational level is the front line for so many 
sustainable development issues. This is particularly the 
case for cities, in which over half of the world’s popula-
tion now lives. “Green” cities are springing up around the 
world, with municipal leaders often bypassing national red 
tape and politics to work together across borders. exam-
ples include such initiatives as the global “c40 cities”, and 
the “covenant of Mayors” of the european Union, through 
which local and regional authorities voluntarily commit 
to increasing energy efficiency and the use of renewable 
energy sources. 

214. by putting in place supportive legal frameworks and 
allocating resources and know-how in order to augment 
locally raised funds and expertise, central and regional 
governments can play a crucial role in determining 
whether such initiatives flourish or wither. capacity-build-
ing programmes for local governments can do much to 
increase their understanding of sustainable development 
issues and provide them with practical tools to work with. 
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b.  CoHereNCe AND ACCoUNTAbiLiTy AT THe 
regioNAL AND gLobAL LeveLS

220. accountability and coherence at the international level 
are also indispensable for advancing sustainable devel-
opment. international institutions can make a crucial 
difference in coordinating and facilitating collective 
action, and in leveraging decisions taken and implemen-
tation carried out at the national level. 

221. Where collective action is necessary, trust and mutual 
support are essential. This means finding fresh and 
productive ways of accommodating the diverse capabili-
ties and circumstances of various countries and regions. it 

recommendation 42

217. governments should adopt whole-of-government 
approaches to sustainable development issues, under 
the leadership of the Head of State or government and 
involving all relevant ministries for addressing such issues 
across sectors.

recommendation 43

218. governments and parliaments should incorporate the 
sustainable development perspective into their strategies, 
their legislation and, in particular, their budget processes. 
To this end, they should take into account the economic, 
social and environmental dimensions of such issues as 
poverty eradication, job creation, inequality reduction, 
unsustainable patterns of consumption and production, 
energy, climate change, biodiversity and green growth. 
They should explore ways to incorporate specific sustain-
ability considerations into budget oversight, report 
publicly on relevant activities and make budgets acces-
sible to their citizens.

recommendation 44

219. measures should be taken to strengthen the interface 
between policymaking and science in order to facili-
tate informed political decision-making on sustainable 
development issues. representatives of the scientific 
community could be included as members or advisers in 
relevant national or local bodies dealing with sustainable 
development issues.

Equity, both between and within countries, 

is central to sustainable development. 

The Earth Summit principle of common 

but differentiated responsibilities needs 

to be honoured in practice rather than in 

rhetoric alone … with one side insisting 

on the common and the other on the 

differentiated part of the principle.
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bigger picture. such fragmentation often leads to sectoral 
development programmes and policies that fail to take the 
broader sustainable development perspective adequately 
into account. economic adjustments, for instance, can 
have strong impacts on social and environmental issues. 
bilateral donors, international institutions and develop-
ment banks must therefore strive for a holistic approach 
to sustainable development and adequately monitor the 
consequences of their policies.

225. recent years have seen a number of important innova-
tions in addressing this issue. Many Governments began 
some years ago to strive for “whole-of-Government” 
approaches to certain development priorities, particularly 
regarding countries affected by conflict. The “delivering as 
one” United Nations approach, which is aimed at improv-
ing the coordinated delivery of services by various United 
Nations system entities operating in developing countries, 
is now part of a broader global push towards increased 
aid effectiveness and donor harmonization. This and other 
initiatives undertaken within the framework of the United 
Nations system chief executives board for coordina-
tion have sought to improve inter-agency coherence at 

also means reinvigorating action and commitments relat-
ing to critical and agreed development goals, such as the 
official development assistance target of 0.7 per cent of 
gross national income. 

222. equity, both between and within countries, is central to 
sustainable development. The earth summit principle of 
common but differentiated responsibilities needs to be 
honoured in practice rather than in rhetoric alone, as is 
too often the case at present, with one side insisting on 
the common and the other on the differentiated part of 
the principle.

223. honouring commitments is crucial for building trust. Too 
often, Governments and the private sector are allowed not 
to live up to their promises, without consequence. More 
effective accountability mechanisms should be put in 
place to address current deficits in implementation.

224. While institutional fragmentation may begin at the national 
level, it is endemic at the international level, where numer-
ous agencies and multiple coordination mechanisms lack 
effective mechanisms for aligning their efforts with the 

Honouring commitments is crucial for building trust. Too often, Governments and the  

private sector are allowed not to live up to their promises, without consequence. More effective  

accountability mechanisms should be put in place to address current deficits in implementation.
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229. While sustainable development is fundamentally about 
recognizing and acting on interconnections, its three 
so-called pillars — economy, society and environment — 
have too often become silos themselves, with a lack of 
coherence even within them. 

230. in terms of economic policy, effective collaboration 
between finance- and economy-related ministries, central 
banks and international institutions cannot be taken for 

boX 20:  mULTi-STAkeHoLDer CooPerATioN iN THe 
bALTiC SeA

Today, the baltic sea is one of the world’s most polluted seas, 
as a result of diverse drivers ranging from eutrophication to 
hazardous waste — a problem that affects not only the sea’s 
biodiversity, but also the health and livelihoods of the 90 million 
people who live on its shores.

in 2010, the president of finland worked jointly with the finnish 
prime Minister and the chair of the baltic sea action Group to 
launch the baltic sea action summit in helsinki on 10 february 
2010. The littoral states and the european Union already engage 
in extensive cooperation in the region, and have concluded 
many agreements to regulate the use of the baltic sea — but im-
plementation of the agreements has so far been insufficient. The 
aim of the summit was thus to provide strong political leader-
ship for improved implementation, bringing together companies, 
non-governmental organizations and governmental institutions.

at the baltic sea action summit, states, companies and 
non-governmental organizations presented their commitments 
to solve the problems of the baltic sea. Those commitments are 
now being actively monitored, on the basis of milestone infor-
mation provided by each participant, and are publicly available.

Source: Government of Finland, Ministry of Foreign Affairs. More information is available from 
http://www.bsas.fi/.

the policy, management and operational levels within the 
United Nations system (which includes the bretton Woods 
institutions). but institutional fragmentation remains the 
rule rather than the exception, and a great deal more 
needs to be done.

226. a critical new governance challenge is to bring non-
state actors, including the private sector and civil society 
organizations, closer to the heart of decision-making at 
the international level. Giving them a place at the table in 
consultation and decision-making processes is especially 
important in the area of sustainable development, where 
successful solutions depend on harnessing the commit-
ment and resources of a wider set of players.

227. of course, this is not a one-size-fits-all proposition: these 
actors will be less relevant with regard to some issues 
and more relevant with regard to others. in addition, 
multi-stakeholder platforms must find ways to address 
questions of mutual obligation, monitoring, accountability 
and legitimacy. examples of such an integrative approach 
are the secretary-General’s “every Woman, every child” 
and “sustainable energy for all” initiatives, both of which 
involve public sector, private sector and civil society 
participants, with the aim of mobilizing significant new 
resources and joint ways of working.

228. regional and subregional initiatives and mechanisms, 
such as the New partnership for africa’s development 
(Nepad), the caribbean community (caricoM) single 
Market and economy, and the economic commission 
for europe convention on access to information, public 
participation in decision-Making and access to Justice in 
environmental Matters (aarhus convention), are sources 
of innovation with great potential to contribute to sustain-
able development.
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development; greater synergies and efficiencies between 
compatible multilateral environmental agreements; 
enhanced capacity-building; better science-policy inter-
faces; and strategic engagement at the regional level. 

233. Much of this could be achieved by strengthening UNep, 
an idea that has gained support in recent years, accom-
panied by a number of institutional options. one option 
is the possible transformation of UNep into a specialized 
agency of the United Nations. a strengthened UNep could 
enhance coherence between relevant multilateral envi-
ronmental agreements, and better integrate its work with 
the activities of development institutions, especially the 
United Nations development programme (UNdp). 

recommendation 45

234. The Panel recognizes the universal aspiration to sustain-
able development. it also recognizes the diversity of 
national circumstances and of social, economic and envi-
ronmental challenges. The Panel calls for a process to 
explore the concept and application of the critical issue 
of equity in relation to sustainable development, with a 
view to feeding the outcome into the rio+20 process and 
its follow-up.

recommendation 46

235. bilateral donors, international institutions and devel-
opment banks should step up their efforts to promote 
sustainable development in a comprehensive way and 
should monitor and report on the impact of their sustain-
able development policies on a regular basis.4

granted. The global financial crisis may have a positive 
effect in this regard, with the financial stability board 
playing an important role in fostering cooperation and 
reforming the financial sector in order to make it more 
resilient. The reforms needed include ensuring greater 
transparency in the financial markets, filling gaps in the 
regulation and supervision of some financial products and 
activities, and ensuring that banks hold capital reserves 
appropriate to the risk to which they expose themselves. 

231. social policy, meanwhile, has been fragmented into 
secondary silos, including health, education, labour, 
human rights and gender issues — all of which are areas 
with at least one United Nations agency (and sometimes 
several) devoted to them — but there is no single entity 
connecting the dots. in addition, while there are clearly 
critical linkages between these areas — and between 
social and economic and environmental policy — those 
linkages are poorly recognized in the international system 
and, as a result, they have not been operationalized. 

232. finally, environmental policy is similarly fragmented, and 
the environmental pillar is weak. environment-related 
issues often fall under the purview of various authorities or 
departments and lack coherent attention at the national 
level. analogous challenges exist at the international level. 
There are hundreds of environmental agreements cover-
ing various issues and a wide range of institutions with 
overlapping roles. There is growing consensus regarding 
the need for a strengthened and simplified environmental 
institutional architecture. This will need to be supported 
by adequate financial resources; a system-wide strat-
egy for the environmental dimensions of sustainable 

4.  a similar recommendation is made in sect. iv above. Nevertheless, this recommendation is included in the present section owing to its relevance to governance 
and accountability at the global and regional levels.
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development Goals and building on their successful 
aspects. These should be defined in a way that comple-
ments the Millennium development Goals while allowing 
for a post-2015 successor framework. 

241. any framework for sustainable development goals should 
be based on the following principles:

•	 it should be universal in character, covering challenges 
to all countries rather than just developing nations 

•	 it should express a broadly agreed global strategy for 
sustainable development 

•	 it should incorporate a range of key areas that were 
not fully covered in the Millennium development Goals, 
such as food security, water, energy, green jobs, decent 
work and social inclusion, sustainable consumption and 
production, sustainable cities, climate change, biodi-
versity and oceans, as well as disaster risk reduction 
and resilience

•	 it should be comprehensive, reflecting equally the 
economic, social and environmental dimensions of 
sustainable development and the interconnections 
between them 

•	 it should incorporate near-term benchmarks while 
being long-term in scope, looking ahead to a deadline 
of perhaps 2030 

•	 it should engage all stakeholders in the implementa-
tion and mobilization of resources, including local 
communities, civil society and the private sector, along  
with Governments 

recommendation 47

236. As international sustainable development policy is frag-
mented and, in particular, the environmental pillar is 
weak, UNeP should be strengthened.

C. SUSTAiNAbLe DeveLoPmeNT goALS

237. since their introduction in 2001, the Millennium develop-
ment Goals have been highly successful in galvanizing 
support for global poverty reduction — providing clear 
targets for progress and stimulating both the produc-
tion of new poverty-related data and additional  
aid commitments. 

238. however, much more needs to be done to accelerate the 
achievement of the Goals, with some objectives — such 
as providing universal primary education by 2015 — still 
within reach if Governments can summon the collective 
determination needed. particular attention needs to be 
paid to the development challenges faced by low-income 
countries experiencing or emerging from conflict, where 
achievement of the Goals lags even further behind, adding 
to the fragility of their situations and the insecurity of  
their citizens. 

239. With the 2015 deadline for the implementation of the 
Millennium development Goals fast approaching, the 
focus on their implementation needs to continue and 
intensify. at the same time, however, the world faces a 
wider set of important sustainable development chal-
lenges than those covered in the Goals, and coordinated 
action is needed in this regard. 

240. We believe that agreeing on a set of key universal sustain-
able development goals could help to galvanize such 
action, drawing on the experience of the Millennium 
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and collective action and complement the millennium 
Development goals, while allowing for a post-2015 frame-
work. An expert mechanism should be established by 
the Secretary-general to elaborate and refine the goals 
before their adoption by United Nations member States.

recommendation 49

245. The Panel endorses the Secretary-general’s “Sustainable 
energy for All” initiative, which should be implemented 
without delay.

D.  A gLobAL SUSTAiNAbLe  
DeveLoPmeNT oUTLook 

246. sustainable development policymaking needs to be based 
on the best and most up-to-date evidence. The past 20 
years have seen major improvements in the quality of 
data and analysis regarding various aspects of sustainable 
development, in particular through a range of bench-
mark outlook reports on global climate change, energy, 
food and agriculture, water, health, gender, economy, 
employment, development and the environment. There 
is, however, no single comprehensive report that:

•	 brings together assessments across sectors

•	 provides policymakers with analysis of synergies 
and trade-offs across various aspects of sustainable 
development

•	 identifies both areas of opportunity and dangerous 
tipping points

•	 provides advice on areas for action across the entire 
sustainable development agenda

•	 it should include progress metrics alongside absolute 
targets, in order to focus policy attention as a means of 
driving development outcomes and to reflect various 
development priorities and conditions across countries 
and regions

•	 it should provide scope for the review of these goals in 
view of evolving scientific evidence

242. There are already a number of proposals and initiatives 
that can contribute to the discussion of what should be 
covered in any set of sustainable development goals, 
such as the secretary-General’s “sustainable energy for 
all” initiative (see sect. iii above), which puts forward 
three goals to be reached by 2030, relating to access, 
efficiency and renewable energy. energy illustrates well 
the cross-cutting challenge of sustainable development. 
There is a social dimension to universal access to energy, 
an economic aspect to issues of affordability and energy 
efficiency, and an environmental side to emissions reduc-
tion — and all three are closely interlinked. 

243. The sustainable development goals will have to be agreed 
upon by Governments, and their elaboration, along with 
the formulation of the necessary targets and indicators, 
will require an open, transparent and inclusive process 
drawing on diverse expertise, experience and geographic 
representation, as well as on the experience of the Millen-
nium development Goals.

recommendation 48

244. governments should agree to develop a set of key univer-
sal sustainable development goals, covering all three 
dimensions of sustainable development as well as their 
interconnections. Such goals should galvanize individual 
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250. To be effective, the outlook report would need to be 
firmly anchored in existing policy processes and could 
be included in the agendas of international bodies and 
meetings, including potential new bodies such as a global 
sustainable development council (see below). in addition 
to any United Nations bodies, this could include regional 
forums such as the african Union summit or asia-pacific 
economic cooperation and summit bodies such as G-20, 
as well as the governing boards of organizations partici-
pating in its preparation and other relevant institutions. 

251. The implications of the many dimensions of the impact of 
human activity, including what scientists refer to as “plane-
tary boundaries”, “environmental thresholds” and “tipping 
points”, are not yet understood in detail. scientific enquiry 
is active across many fronts, but we still lack a holistic 
picture of where the planet is heading. in some areas, 
much effort is being made to coordinate research findings, 
especially those on climate change and ozone depletion. 
in other areas, the science is not as well developed, nor 
are the compounding effects of various environmental, 
economic and social pressures sufficiently understood. 

252. Given the rate of change in science, information on its 
implications for policymaking is often not available 
to decision makers. There is a pressing need for better 

247. We believe that there is a need for a new global sustain-
able development outlook report, to be published on a 
regular basis and prepared jointly by a range of key inter-
national organizations and private sector entities, under 
the overall direction of the secretary-General. The report 
would assess the state of key economic, social and envi-
ronmental indicators and their interlinkages, making use 
of cutting-edge knowledge across all relevant sectors, in 
close cooperation with the global scientific community.

248. such a report would focus on global trends and their 
possible impacts on people around the world. each edition 
of the report could have a particular theme that it would 
explore in depth, starting, for instance, in the first release 
with the water-food-energy nexus. 

249. The objective of producing the outlook report, beyond 
integrating information and analysis, would be to prompt 
officials from a diverse range of international organizations 
to work together, compare their analyses and assump-
tions about the future, draw in outside experts — including 
the best available scientific advisers — and consult with 
Governments. This would, in turn, create valuable shared 
awareness across various areas of the international 
system, thus acting as an engine for enhanced global 
policy coherence. 

The time is ripe for broader and bolder intergovernmental efforts to strengthen the interface 

between science and policy and to define, through science, the economic, social and 

environmental consequences of decisions.
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interface between policy and science. This should include 
the preparation of regular assessments and digests of 
the science around such concepts as “planetary bounda-
ries”, “tipping points” and “environmental thresholds” 
in the context of sustainable development. This would 
complement other scientific work on the sustainable 
development agenda, including its economic and social 
aspects, to improve data and knowledge concerning 
socio-economic factors such as inequality. in addition, 
the Secretary-general should consider naming a chief 
scientific adviser or establishing a scientific advisory 
board with diverse knowledge and experience to advise 
him or her and other organs of the United Nations.

e.  STreNgTHeNiNg iNTerNATioNAL goverN-
ANCe For SUSTAiNAbLe DeveLoPmeNT

256. While sustainable development goals and a new global 
sustainable development outlook could both help to 
drive greater coherence on sustainable development in 
the international system, it is still the case that sustainable 
development issues lack a clear primary forum for discus-
sion by Governments that brings together all elements, 
including the contributions of non-governmental actors. 
With a different ministry representing a Government in 
each multilateral body, international organizations often 
address just one aspect of multifaceted global challenges, 
without looking at the bigger picture.

257. after the 1992 earth summit, the commission on sustain-
able development was created to play this integrative 
role and look across the sustainable development agenda. 
Unfortunately, that did not happen. instead, the commis-
sion developed a rigid, sectoral agenda, often focusing 

integration of science into policymaking on sustainable 
development at all levels. The intergovernmental panel 
on climate change, set up in 1988, provides a powerful 
example of one possible approach to accomplishing this: 
over its nearly 25 years of operation, the panel has not 
only synthesized and reviewed the best available scientific 
data, but has also acted as a platform for discussion of the 
issue, paving the way for Governments to act.

253. The time is ripe for broader and bolder intergovernmental 
efforts to strengthen the interface between science and 
policy and to define, through science, the economic, social 
and environmental consequences of decisions. similarly, 
we need to deepen our understanding of the social and 
economic challenges faced by poor people and develop-
ing countries, while recognizing that thresholds should 
not be used to define growth ceilings. improved access to 
scientific expertise would strengthen the capacity of the 
United Nations in this area.

recommendation 50

254. The Secretary-general should lead a joint effort with the 
heads of relevant international organizations, including 
relevant United Nations agencies, international finan-
cial institutions, the private sector and other relevant 
stakeholders, to prepare a regular global sustainable 
development outlook report that brings together infor-
mation and assessments currently dispersed across 
institutions, and analyses them in an integrated way.

recommendation 51

255. governments and the scientific community should 
take practical steps, including through the launching 
of a major global scientific initiative, to strengthen the 
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a. promotes better integration of the three dimensions 
of sustainable development, sets the agenda and 
addresses emerging issues, and enables ongoing and 
real-time interaction where needed;

b. has a higher institutional stature, with the relevance to 
attract the engagement of leaders at the highest level 
and attain universal legitimacy;

c. reviews the state of global sustainable development 
through new instruments such as the sustainable 
development goals, other sustainable development 
performance indices and the global sustainable devel-
opment outlook (see above), and reviews progress 
on key components of international cooperation for 
sustainable development, including finance, technol-
ogy and capacity-building;

d. assesses country performance on sustainable devel-
opment and enables a constructive peer review that 
encourages states to explain their policies, to share 
experiences and lessons learned and to fulfil their 
commitments, while recognizing the special circum-
stances of individual countries;

primarily on environmental aspects and thus neglect-
ing broader economic and social aspects of sustainable 
development. More than once, the commission has been 
caught in a zero-sum negotiating dynamic over general 
political positions that have weakened its standing and 
have watered down or made impossible any outcome of 
its deliberations.

258. The commission has also suffered from not being organi-
cally connected to mechanisms of implementation, within 
the United Nations system and beyond. The economic and 
social council, the commission’s parent body, has likewise 
been unable to address sustainable development issues in 
a systematic and authoritative manner.

259. Meanwhile, there have been significant shifts in the global 
economy that have increased interdependence among 
our economies, societies and ecosystems, making it that 
much more important to take a fresh approach to institu-
tional mechanisms and solutions.

260. in the twenty-first century, what is needed is an institu-
tional architecture that:

… sustainable development issues lack a clear primary forum for discussion by Governments 

that brings together all elements, including the contributions of non-governmental actors. 
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and to fulfil their commitments. The council would need to 
have a broad geographical and political membership and 
to fully engage relevant international institutions — includ-
ing United Nations agencies and the international financial 
institutions — and non-state actors from civil society, the 
private sector and science. 

262. This new council should not duplicate the roles and func-
tions of existing bodies. it could be created as a subsidiary 
organ of the General assembly and replace the commis-
sion on sustainable development, in the same way as the 
human rights council replaced the former commission 
on human rights. This would not require the amendment 
of the charter of the United Nations. While reporting 
directly to the assembly, the global sustainable develop-
ment council would maintain a constructive relationship 
with the economic and social council. 

recommendation 52

263. governments should consider creating a global sustain-
able development council to improve the integration 
of the three dimensions of sustainable development, 
address emerging issues and review sustainability 
progress, with meetings held on a regular basis through-
out the year. This body could be a subsidiary organ of 
the general Assembly and would replace the Commis-
sion on Sustainable Development. it would need to have a 
broad geographical and political membership and to fully 
engage relevant international institutions — including 
United Nations agencies and the international financial 
institutions — and non-State actors from civil society, the 
private sector and science.

e. assesses the performance of intergovernmental organ-
izations on sustainable development;

f. reflects broad geographical and political representa-
tion of United Nations Member states, fully engages 
relevant international institutions (including United 
Nations agencies and the international financial insti-
tutions) and ensures the substantive participation of 
non-state actors from civil society, the private sector 
and the scientific community;

g. encourages innovative partnerships among various 
stakeholders in priority areas and reviews their 
implementation;

h. promotes increased coherence among United Nations 
funds, programmes and specialized agencies, as well as 
international financial institutions.

261. different measures may be needed in order to achieve 
these objectives at the international level, including the 
more dynamic use of existing institutions. The replace-
ment of the commission on sustainable development 
with a stronger institution, a new global sustainable devel-
opment council, could contribute to the achievement of 
many of these objectives. This institutional reform would 
provide for a fresh start. a new council would substan-
tially improve the institutional integration of the three 
dimensions of sustainable development, address emerg-
ing issues and review sustainability progress, through 
meetings held on a regular basis throughout the year. The 
council would develop a peer review mechanism that, in 
a constructive spirit, would encourage states to explain 
their policies, to share experiences and lessons learned 
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better define responsibilities among United Nations 
bodies, reduce overlap and duplication and improve 
accountability for implementation. The strategy should 
be reviewed by all relevant United Nations bodies and 
governing boards, with a special effort being made to 
forge a unified view among countries common to all 
boards and processes.

recommendation 56

267. The Secretary-general should make full use of the United 
Nations as the world’s meeting place, convening periodic 
high-level exchanges on sustainable development when 
leaders meet at the opening of the new session of the 
general Assembly. Such gatherings should be used to 
set the agenda and address emerging issues by bringing 
together Heads of State or government, heads of inter-
national institutions and representatives of civil society 
and the private sector.

recommendation 53

264. Such a council would develop a peer review mechanism 
that would encourage States, in a constructive spirit, to 
explain their policies, to share experiences and lessons 
learned, and to fulfil their commitments.

recommendation 54

265. governments should also use existing institutions in a 
much more dynamic way, including by using the period 
between the holding in 2012 of rio+20 and 2015 for 
deliberate review and experimentation, in order to incor-
porate tested solutions into any post-2015 development 
framework and institutional reform.

recommendation 55

266. The Secretary-general should expedite the development 
of a sustainable development strategy for the United 
Nations system in order to contribute to coherence, 
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the organization to advance the recommendations in the 
wider international community, including Governments 
at all levels, international organizations, civil society, the 
scientific community and the private sector. 

270. The panel has benefited from interaction with delegates 
and other stakeholders engaged in the process leading 
to the United Nations conference on sustainable devel-
opment, known as rio+20, and hopes that the proposals 
set out in the present report will contribute to a produc-
tive outcome in rio de Janeiro. beyond that, the panel’s 
greatest aspiration is to see the report serve as a source 
of inspiration for people all around the planet. 

271. The members of the panel are from 22 countries. While 
serving in an expert capacity, they represent a variety 
of constituencies and perspectives. The panel is united 
in its conviction that the time for action is now, and 
that the actions called for herein will make for a future  
worth choosing.

268. a quarter of a century has passed since the brundtland 
report introduced the concept of sustainable develop-
ment to the international community. since then, the 
world has gained a deeper understanding of the intercon-
nected challenges we face and the fact that sustainable 
development provides the best opportunity for people to 
choose their future. This makes ours a propitious moment 
in history to make the right choices and move towards 
sustainable development in earnest. 

269. The high-level panel on Global sustainability has made 
concrete proposals on the way forward in three key 
areas: empowering people to make sustainable choices, 
working towards a sustainable economy and strength-
ening institutional governance to support sustainable 
development. active follow-up is now crucial. The panel 
looks to the secretary-General to implement the recom-
mendations that fall within his authority and to take the 
full set of recommendations to the United Nations family 
as a whole. The panel also looks to the secretary-General 
and the United Nations to use the convening power of 

vI. Conclusion: a call for action
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c. ensuring universal access to quality and affordable 
family-planning and other sexual and reproductive 
rights and health services.

4. Governments should consider establishing a global fund 
for education. This fund should be designed to attract 
support from Governments, non-governmental organi-
zations and the private sector, evolve out of the current 
World bank Global partnership for education, and be 
tasked with closing the primary school education gap by 
2015 so that there can be real hope for realizing Millennium 
development Goal 2.

5. Governments should scale up their efforts to achieve Millen-
nium development Goal 2 on universal primary education 
by 2015, and establish a goal of providing universal access 
to quality post-primary and secondary education no later 
than 2030, emphasizing the skills and knowledge needed 
for sustainable growth and jobs.

6. Governments, the private sector, civil society and relevant 
international development partners should work together 
to provide vocational training, retraining and professional 
development within the context of lifelong learning geared 
to filling skills shortages in sectors essential to sustainable 
development. They should prioritize women, young people 
and vulnerable groups in these efforts.

7. Governments should adopt and advance “green jobs” and 
decent work policies as a priority in their budgets and 
sustainable development strategies while creating condi-
tions for new jobs in the private sector.

8. Governments and business should build partnerships and 
provide start-up services for young entrepreneurs.

LiST oF reCommeNDATioNS

reCommeNDATioNS For emPoWeriNg PeoPLe To 
mAke SUSTAiNAbLe CHoiCeS

1. Governments and international donors should scale up 
their efforts to achieve the Millennium development Goals 
to eradicate poverty and to reduce inequalities as top 
priorities for attaining sustainable development.

2. Governments should respect, protect and provide for 
human rights, including the right to take part in govern-
ment directly or through freely chosen representatives, 
as recognized in the 1948 Universal declaration of human 
rights and the 1966 international covenant on civil and 
political rights.

3. Governments should accelerate the implementation of 
commitments to advance gender equality and women’s 
rights, including through the repeal of discriminatory laws 
and removal of formal barriers, the reform of institutions 
and the development and adoption of innovative meas-
ures to address informal and cultural practices that act as 
barriers. particular emphasis should be given to:

a. ensuring that women have full and equal access to and 
control over productive resources through the equal 
right to own property and the right to inherit, and equal 
access to credit, financial and extension services along 
the entire value chain; 

b. ensuring women’s equal rights and opportunities in 
political decision-making processes that are participa-
tory, responsive, equitable and inclusive; 

Annex I: List of recommendations
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to make informed choices, particularly in areas of high 
impact on human and natural systems, without creating 
barriers to trade.

12. Governments should make sustainable choices more 
easily available, affordable and attractive to consumers 
by setting, together with the private sector, sustainable 
product standards, in accordance with the best available 
technology and without creating trade barriers, and by 
applying price incentives and disincentives.

13. Government and non-governmental entities should 
promote the concept of sustainable development and 
sustainable consumption, and these should be integrated 
into curricula of primary and secondary education.

14. The panel welcomes discourse on the ethical dimensions 
of sustainable development at the United Nations confer-
ence on sustainable development (rio+20) in 2012 among 
all stakeholders, based on relevant experience and instru-
ments, including the earth charter, to inform Governments 
in their efforts to shift to sustainable development.

15. Governments and international organizations should work 
to create a new green revolution — an “ever-green revolu-
tion” — for the twenty-first century that aims to at least 
double productivity while drastically reducing resource 
use and avoiding further loss of biodiversity, topsoil loss 
and water depletion and contamination, including through 
the scaling-up of investment in agricultural research and 
development, to ensure that cutting-edge research is 
rapidly moved from laboratory to field. Governments 
should task fao with working with key partners and 
stakeholders to initiate and coordinate this task, as that 

9. employers, Governments and trade unions should take 
a comprehensive approach to advancing equality in the 
workplace, including by adopting principles of non-discrim-
ination; measures to advance women into leadership roles; 
gender-sensitive work-life and health policies; education, 
training and professional development targeting women 
and minorities; and commitments to measure and publicly 
report on progress.

10. Governments and business should recognize the economic 
benefits of enabling the full participation of women in 
the economy by putting in place economic policies that 
explicitly address the unique challenges that limit women, 
in particular: 

a. allowing access for women farmers to land and 
resources; 

b. improving women’s access to capital and financial 
services; 

c. improving access to markets through trade and techni-
cal assistance programmes and microfinance; 

d. supporting the rise of women leaders in the public and 
private sectors.

11. Governments and other public authorities should promote 
open, transparent, balanced and science-based processes 
for developing labelling schemes and other mechanisms 
that fully reflect the impact of production and consump-
tion, and work with the private sector to ensure that 
labelling, corporate reporting and advocacy are accurate, 
cost-effective and trustworthy so as to enable consumers 
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19. Where regional fisheries management organizations 
are operating they should seek to make their policies 
and practices consistent with and support coordinated 
regional oceans management. regional fisheries manage-
ment organizations, Governments and marine managers 
should focus on an ecosystem-based approach to fisheries 
management in order to deliver improved economic and 
environmental benefits.

20. Governments should work in concert with appropriate 
stakeholders to ensure universal access to affordable 
sustainable energy by 2030, as well as seek to double the 
rate of improvement in energy efficiency and the share of 
renewable energy in the global energy mix. Governments 
and international organizations should promote energy-
saving technologies and renewable energy through the 
incentivization of research and development and invest-
ment in them. 

21. Governments should work with appropriate stakeholders 
to provide citizens, especially those in remote areas, with 
access to technologies, including universal telecommuni-
cations and broadband networks, by 2025.

22. Governments, international financial institutions and major 
companies should be encouraged to engage in interna-
tional cooperation on innovation- and technology-oriented 
sustainable development on an enlarged scale, enhanc-
ing the technological capability of developing countries 
and taking full advantage of the potential roles played 
by climate-friendly technologies in dealing with global 
climate change and in developing a green economy. The 
agreements reached under the United Nations framework 
convention on climate change in cancun and durban are 
a good step in this direction.

organization has a unique mandate to reduce the world 
food deficit. 

16. Governments should work towards agreement on global 
principles for sustainable and responsible land and water 
investment deals, including ongoing efforts to promote 
responsible agricultural investment (rai), with particular 
emphasis on protecting the rights and livelihoods of poor 
people who depend on these basic resources, while ensur-
ing environmental sustainability.

17. Governments should establish and scale up integrated 
water resource management schemes, bearing fully in 
mind that water plays multifaceted roles, including for 
drinking, sanitation, agriculture, industry and energy.

18. Governments should commit to the establishment of 
regional oceans and coastal management frameworks in 
major marine ecosystems, including through:

a. enhanced cooperation in oceans and coastal manage-
ment involving relevant stakeholders;

b. Marine and coastal planning by countries in regional 
areas, taking into account the specific needs, ecosystems 
and users in their area and supported by solid funding 
mechanisms to develop and implement these plans; 

c. building the capacity of marine managers, policymakers 
and scientists in developing countries, especially small 
island developing countries and other coastal states;

d. enhanced monitoring and surveillance systems.
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a. establish natural resource and externality pricing 
instruments, including carbon pricing, through mecha-
nisms such as taxation, regulation or emissions trading 
systems, by 2020;

b. ensure that policy development reflects the positive 
benefits of the inclusion of women, youth and the poor 
through their full participation in and contribution to 
the economy, and also account for the economic, envi-
ronmental and social costs;

c. reform national fiscal and credit systems to provide 
long-term incentives for sustainable practices, as well 
as disincentives for unsustainable behaviour;

d. develop and expand national and international schemes 
for payments for ecosystem services in such areas as 
water use, farming, fisheries and forestry systems;

e. address price signals that distort the consumption and 
investment decisions of households, businesses and 
the public sector and undermine sustainability values. 
Governments should move towards the transparent 
disclosure of all subsidies, and should identify and 
remove those subsidies which cause the greatest detri-
ment to natural, environmental and social resources;

f. phase out fossil fuel subsidies and reduce other 
perverse or trade-distorting subsidies by 2020. The 
reduction of subsidies must be accomplished in a 
manner that protects the poor and eases the transi-
tion for affected groups when the products or services 
concerned are essential.

23. countries should work to ensure that all citizens are 
provided with access to basic safety nets through appro-
priate national efforts and the provision of appropriate 
capacity, finance and technology.

24. Governments should develop and implement policies to 
manage the economic and social impacts of transition 
and enhance resilience — in particular through targeted 
social protection programmes and policies and by scaling 
up humanitarian capacities to deal with increasing envi-
ronmental stress and potential shocks, where appropriate.

25. Governments and international organizations should 
accelerate efforts to produce regional exposure and 
vulnerability assessments and appropriate precaution-
ary strategies to prevent adverse impacts on social and 
natural systems that are fully focused on people’s needs, 
with priority accorded to the special needs of africa, small 
island developing states, least developed countries and 
landlocked developing countries.

26. Governments and international organizations should 
increase the resources allocated to adaptation and disaster 
risk reduction and integrate resilience planning into their 
development budgets and strategies.

reCommeNDATioNS For A SUSTAiNAbLe eCoNomy

27. Governments should establish price signals that value 
sustainability to guide the consumption and investment 
decisions of households, businesses and the public sector. 
in particular, Governments could: 
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a. The boards of sovereign wealth funds and of national 
and international public pension funds, as well as other 
major financial institutions, in their investment decisions; 

b. Governments or stock market regulators, to adopt or 
revise regulations in order to encourage their use; 

c. stock exchanges, to facilitate their application in the 
analysis of companies and their reports on compliance; 

d. Governments, to develop incentives and create an 
enabling environment by making boards of directors 
attentive to them (fiduciary duty); 

e. Governments and credit rating agencies, to integrate 
them into their respective risk assessments. 

33. Governments, international institutions and interna-
tional development banks should step up their efforts 
to promote sustainable development and to assess and 
monitor adequately the consequences of their policies 
in the social and environmental spheres. Multilateral and 
regional development banks and export credit agencies 
should apply sustainable development criteria, while 
considering country risks.

34. Governments and business should build strategic partner-
ships between themselves and local communities for the 
implementation of sustainable development investments.

35. Governments, international financial institutions and major 
companies should work together to create incentives 
for increased investments in sustainable technologies, 
innovations and infrastructures, including through the 
adoption of policies and targets that reduce investor 

28. Governments, other public institutions such as universities, 
and international organizations should develop sustain-
able development criteria for their procurement, with the 
aim of achieving a shift towards cost-effective sustain-
able procurement over the next 10 years, and should issue 
annual public reports on their progress as from 2015.

29. Governments should develop standards for production and 
resource extraction to support the transition to a sustain-
able global economy. They should further encourage 
widespread adoption and uptake by business of voluntary 
sustainability principles derived from international agree-
ments and conventions.

30. Governments should promote and incentivize the inclusion 
of long-term sustainable development criteria in invest-
ment and transactions conducted by companies, including 
financial transactions. business groups should work with 
Governments and international agencies to develop a 
framework for sustainable development reporting, and 
should consider mandatory reporting by corporations with 
market capitalizations larger than $100 million.

31. businesses should seek to align their business practices with 
universally accepted principles concerning human rights, 
labour, environmental sustainability and the fight against 
corruption, such as those set forth in the Global compact.

32. Given the importance of large pools of private and 
sovereign capital to enable the transition to sustainable 
development, we call on the following entities to explore 
a range of measures to apply sustainable development 
criteria, including: 
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reCommeNDATioNS For STreNgTHeNiNg  
iNSTiTUTioNAL goverNANCe

40. as a basis for sustainable development, Governments 
should ensure the rule of law, good governance and 
citizens’ rights of access to official information, public 
participation in decision-making and equal access  
to justice.

41. Governments should enable young people’s participa-
tion in and influence on decision-making processes at the 
local, national and international levels. in addition, consul-
tation processes and dialogue should be encouraged to 
incorporate voices from non-conventional networks and 
youth communities, such as internet forums and opinion-
making blogs.

42. Governments should adopt whole-of-Government 
approaches to sustainable development issues, under 
the leadership of the head of state or Government and 
involving all relevant ministries for addressing such issues 
across sectors.

43. Governments and parliaments should incorporate the 
sustainable development perspective into their strat-
egies, their legislation and, in particular, their budget 
processes. To this end, they should take into account 
the economic, social and environmental dimensions of 
such issues as poverty eradication, job creation, inequal-
ity reduction, unsustainable patterns of consumption 
and production, energy, climate change, biodiversity 
and green growth. They should explore ways to incor-
porate specific sustainability considerations into budget 
oversight, report publicly on relevant activities and make 
budgets accessible to their citizens.

uncertainty; the promotion of public-private networks to 
support research and development; the development of 
risk guarantee schemes and the provision of risk capital; 
and seed financing. 

36. Governments should use public investment to create 
enabling frameworks that catalyse very substantial addi-
tional financing from the private sector, for example, 
through the provision of infrastructure, risk-sharing, viabil-
ity gap funding or advance purchase commitments.

37. Governments should seek to incentivize investment in 
sustainable development by shaping investor calculations 
about the future through, in particular, the greater use of 
risk-sharing mechanisms and the enhancement of certainty 
about the long-term regulatory and policy environment. 
Measures could include targets for renewable energy or 
conservation, waste reduction, water conservation, access 
to carbon markets through the clean development Mech-
anism of the Kyoto protocol or sustained prospects for 
public financing.

38. Governments and the financial sector should develop 
innovative partnerships to provide capacity-building and 
increased access to capital, as a means of incentivizing 
small and medium-sized enterprises and enabling them to 
take part in the new sustainable economy.

39. To measure progress on sustainable development, a 
sustainable development index or set of indicators should 
be developed by 2014. To this end, the secretary-General 
should appoint a technical task force, including relevant 
stakeholders.
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secretary-General to elaborate and refine the goals before 
their adoption by United Nations Member states.

49. The panel endorses the secretary-General’s “sustainable 
energy for all” initiative, which should be implemented 
without delay.

50. The secretary-General should lead a joint effort with the 
heads of relevant international organizations, including 
relevant United Nations agencies, international finan-
cial institutions, the private sector and other relevant 
stakeholders, to prepare a regular global sustainable 
development outlook report that brings together infor-
mation and assessments currently dispersed across 
institutions, and analyses them in an integrated way.

51. Governments and the scientific community should take 
practical steps, including through the launching of a major 
global scientific initiative, to strengthen the interface 
between policy and science. This should include the prepa-
ration of regular assessments and digests of the science 
around such concepts as “planetary boundaries”, “tipping 
points” and “environmental thresholds” in the context of 
sustainable development. This would complement other 
scientific work on the sustainable development agenda, 
including its economic and social aspects, to improve data 
and knowledge concerning socio-economic factors such 
as inequality. in addition, the secretary-General should 
consider naming a chief scientific adviser or establishing 
a scientific advisory board with diverse knowledge and 
experience to advise him or her and other organs of the 
United Nations.

44. Measures should be taken to strengthen the interface 
between policymaking and science in order to facili-
tate informed political decision-making on sustainable 
development issues. representatives of the scientific 
community could be included as members or advisers in 
relevant national or local bodies dealing with sustainable 
development issues.

45. The panel recognizes the universal aspiration to sustaina-
ble development. it also recognizes the diversity of national 
circumstances and of social, economic and environmental 
challenges. The panel calls for a process to explore the 
concept and application of the critical issue of equity in 
relation to sustainable development, with a view to feeding 
the outcome into the rio+20 process and its follow-up.

46. bilateral donors, international institutions and devel-
opment banks should step up their efforts to promote 
sustainable development in a comprehensive way and 
should monitor and report on the impact of their sustain-
able development policies on a regular basis. 

47. as international sustainable development policy is frag-
mented and, in particular, the environmental pillar is weak, 
UNep should be strengthened.

48. Governments should agree to develop a set of key univer-
sal sustainable development goals, covering all three 
dimensions of sustainable development as well as their 
interconnections. such goals should galvanize individual 
and collective action and complement the Millennium 
development Goals, while allowing for a post-2015 frame-
work. an expert mechanism should be established by the 
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55. The secretary-General should expedite the development 
of a sustainable development strategy for the United 
Nations system in order to contribute to coherence, better 
define responsibilities among United Nations bodies, 
reduce overlap and duplication and improve accountability 
for implementation. The strategy should be reviewed by all 
relevant United Nations bodies and governing boards, with 
a special effort being made to forge a unified view among 
countries common to all boards and processes.

56. The secretary-General should make full use of the United 
Nations as the world’s meeting place, convening periodic 
high-level exchanges on sustainable development when 
leaders meet at the opening of the new session of the 
General assembly. such gatherings should be used to 
set the agenda and address emerging issues by bringing 
together heads of state or Government, heads of interna-
tional institutions and representatives of civil society and 
the private sector.

52. Governments should consider creating a global sustaina-
ble development council to improve the integration of the 
three dimensions of sustainable development, address 
emerging issues and review sustainability progress, with 
meetings held on a regular basis throughout the year. This 
body could be a subsidiary organ of the General assem-
bly and would replace the commission on sustainable 
development. it would need to have a broad geographi-
cal and political membership and to fully engage relevant 
international institutions — including United Nations 
agencies and the international financial institutions — 
and non-state actors from civil society, the private sector  
and science.

53. such a council would develop a peer review mechanism 
that would encourage states, in a constructive spirit, to 
explain their policies, to share experiences and lessons 
learned, and to fulfil their commitments.

54. Governments should also use existing institutions in a 
much more dynamic way, including by using the period 
between the holding in 2012 of rio+20 and 2015 for delib-
erate review and experimentation, in order to incorporate 
tested solutions into any post-2015 development frame-
work and institutional reform.
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Annex II: Members of the High-level Panel on Global Sustainability*

co-chaIrs

Tarja Halonen president of finland

Jacob Zuma president of south africa

oTher members (In alphabeTIcal order)a

Sheikh Abdallah bin Zayed Al Nahyan Minister for foreign affairs of the United arab emirates

Hajiya Amina Az-Zubair former senior special assistant and adviser to the president of Nigeria on the  
Millennium development Goals

Ali babacan deputy prime Minister of Turkey
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a  The sixth prime Minister of barbados, the honourable david Thompson, served on the panel until his untimely death on 23 october 2010.
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•	  how to eradicate poverty

•	  how to achieve sustainable modes of consump-
tion and production

•	  how to provide for development in a carbon-
constrained world

3.2.  Mechanisms for putting into practice a new develop-
ment paradigm, including any necessary adjustments 
to the institutional architecture and financing at the 
global and national levels. 

3.3.  Transparent collection, compilation, assessment and 
disclosure of relevant data and information by public 
and private entities, with a view to enabling the above. 

4.  The panel will have a special focus on climate change as 
a sustainable development challenge, addressing its three 
pillars, namely economic, social and environmental. it will 
undertake its reflection on and formulation of a new vision 
for sustainable growth and prosperity by assessing stra-
tegic solutions to climate change as an example, as an 
entry point to the management of a global issue/global 
challenges. in addition to climate change, other challenges 
which will be used to develop and test the new vision for 
sustainable development may include food, water and 
energy security, as well as poverty reduction. 

bACkgroUND

1. increasing strains and crises in recent years point to the 
deterioration of the natural environment. The changing 
climate is one key manifestation. We are reaching, and 
increasingly overstepping, planetary boundaries. efforts 
to reach the Millennium development Goals and other 
social and economic targets are hampered by the inabil-
ity to agree on decisive and coordinated action in national 
and multilateral fora. This reveals the weaknesses of our 
governance structures and our outdated development 
models. it shows the limits of our current approach, which 
continues to deal with individual symptoms rather than 
the causes and their interrelationships. 

2. based on views expressed at the summit on climate 
change on 22 september 2009 and inspired by the report 
Closing the Gaps, prepared by the commission on climate 
change and development, the secretary-General decided 
to set up a high-level panel on Global sustainability to 
address these issues. 

SCoPe

3. The main objective of the panel is to reflect on and formu-
late a new vision for sustainable growth and prosperity, 
along with mechanisms for achieving it. it will address 
three sets of key issues:

3.1. New development paradigm:

•	  how to get to a low-carbon/green economy 

•	  how to build resilient economies — especially for 
the most vulnerable

*The terms of reference were given to the panel by secretary-General ban Ki-moon upon the launch of the panel in august 2010.
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TimeLiNe

7.  The panel will complete its work by publishing its report in 
december 2011. Three in-person meetings of the panel will 
be organized during this period. additional interactions 
may be organized by electronic means with varied partici-
pation, as appropriate. The panel may establish working 
groups led by one or two panel members to prepare input 
on specific topics for its consideration. 

8.  a scaled-down secretariat is expected to continue for 
an additional six months in 2012 for outreach purposes. 
individual panel members, as appropriate and as possi-
ble, may also engage in outreach activities, supported by 
the secretariat. The 2012 United Nations conference on 
sustainable development in rio de Janeiro, brazil, and the 
process leading to it will offer exceptional opportunities to 
promote outcomes. 

oUTPUTS

9.  The panel will publish its analysis and recommendations in 
its final report. in the course of its work, the panel will create 
platforms for discussion to generate input to its work. 
during the lifespan of the panel and to facilitate its delib-
erations, a number of working papers and policy briefs may 
be prepared and made public as they become available. 

10.  Given the panel’s special focus on climate change, the 
panel will seek to prepare such additional policy briefs in 
ways to best address the climate negotiations process, 
taking into account its own time schedule. 

orgANiZATioN oF Work

The Panel 

5. The secretary-General will appoint the panel members, 
including the co-chairs. panel members will serve in an 
expert capacity and will provide advice to the secre-
tary-General. panel members will include current and 
past heads of state and Government Ministers, as well 
as individuals who have provided exceptional contribu-
tions to the issues dealt with. The membership of the 
panel will reflect geographic, competency, political and  
gender diversity. 

The secretariat 

6.  a secretariat will be set up to support the panel. The secre-
tary-General will appoint the head of the secretariat, who 
will be accountable to him, while working closely with the 
panel co-chairs and members. The panel and its secretariat 
will consult widely with governments, intergovernmen-
tal processes, United Nations system entities, as well as 
individuals, organizations and networks of civil society, 
academia and the private sector, with a view to collect-
ing information and generating ideas relevant to the work 
of the panel. To the extent possible, use will be made of 
existing mechanisms and occasions for consultation and 
knowledge-sharing, but the panel may also initiate its own 
events and activities, if it deems it necessary. 
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sherpa: Tae yong Jung 
advisers: Jihwan park, Jin young Kim

For yUkio HAToyAmA 

sherpas: Kenji hiramatsu,  
shinsuke sugiyama 
advisers: akiko suzuki, Takuma Kajita, 
Naoko Ueda, Kohei Nakamura,  
osamu yamazaki

For TArJA HALoNeN

sherpa: hannu Kyröläinen

advisers: ann-Marie Nyroos,  
pekka shemeikka

For JACob ZUmA

sherpa: lindiwe Zulu  
advisers: Judy beaumont,  
Thembani Mabandla

For SHeikH AbDALLAH biN ZAyeD 
AL NAHyAN

sherpa: sultan al Jaber

advisers: omar h. shehadeh,  
Mohamed abushabab,  
aimee elie barnes

For HAJiyA AmiNA AZ-ZUbAir 

sherpa: adamu emozozo

For ALi bAbACAN

sherpa: Kemal Madenoglu 
advisers: sema bayazit, sitki ersin esen

For JAmeS LAUreNCe bALSiLLie 

sherpa: david runnalls 
advisers: paul Jenkins,  
Jordan b. peterson, simon Zadek

For ALeXANDer beDriTSky 

sherpa: dinara Gershinkova
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Annex V: Secretariat

CoNSULTANTS 

John drexhage 

alex evans

alex Kirby

Julie larsen

paul raskin 

amy Ward

STAFF

Janos pasztor (executive secretary)

Georgios Kostakos (acting deputy executive secretary)

christine alfsen-Norodom 

Julie-ann brown

lee cando

Maria dada

Tanya hogan

clare Kane

Katell le Goulven 

florian lux

Tracy raczek 

cynthia scharf 

frank schroeder

celine varin

Jin Zhang

STAFF oN SHorT-Term ASSigNmeNT

salvano briceño, inter-agency secretariat of the  
international strategy for disaster reduction

annika savill, United Nations democracy fund

Jana simonova, United Nations population fund

youba sokona, economic commission for africa
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meeTiNgS oF THe HigH-LeveL PANeL oN  
gLobAL SUSTAiNAbiLiTy

•	 panel meeting 1: 19 september 2010, New york

•	 panel meeting 2: 24 and 25 february 2011, cape Town

•	 panel meeting 3: 16 and 17 May 2011, helsinki

•	 panel meeting 4: 18 and 19 september 2011, New york

•	 panel meeting 5: 13 and 14 december 2011, New york

•	 panel meeting 6: 11 and 12 January 2012, New york

SHerPA meeTiNgS

•	 sherpa meeting 1: 20 and 21 october 2010, New york

•	 sherpa meeting 2: 23-26 January 2011, braunwald (switzerland)

•	 sherpa meeting 3: 23 and 26 february 2011, cape Town 

•	 sherpa meeting 4: 13 and 14 april 2011, Madrid

•	 sherpa meeting 5: 15 and 18 May 2011, helsinki

•	 sherpa meeting 6: 31 august and 1 september 2011, beijing 

•	 sherpa meeting 7: 17 and 20 september 2011, New york

•	 sherpa meeting 8: 23 and 24 october 2011, New york 

•	 sherpa meeting 9: 18-20 November 2011, bonn

•	 sherpa meeting 10: 12 and 15 december 2011, New york

•	 sherpa meeting 11: 10, 13 and 14 January 2012, New york

reLATeD CoNSULTATioNS AND eveNTS

•	 Green growth expert meeting, organized by the Global 
Green Growth institute: 14 and 15 January 2011, seoul

•	 consultation between panel members and United Nations 
system heads: 27 January 2011, davos 

•	 informal high-level dialogue between the panel and 
Member states, convened by the president of the General 
assembly: 16 March 2011, New york

•	 Meeting between panel members and United Nations 
system heads: 16 March 2011, New york

•	 Meeting between panel sherpas and the international 
Trade Union confederation: 12 april 2011, Madrid

•	 fourth United Nations conference on the least developed 
countries: panel consultation with least developed 
countries on green growth: 10 May 2011, istanbul

•	 panel members at Nobel prize laureates symposium:  
18 May 2011, stockholm

•	 regional expert meeting on global sustainability in asia: 
30 august 2011, beijing

•	 panel lunch with civil society representatives:  
18 september 2011, New york 

•	 panel lunch with private sector representatives:  
19 september 2011, New york

•	 high-level dialogue between the panel and Member states, 
convened by the president of the General assembly:  
20 october 2011, New york

Annex VI: Meetings, related consultations and events





The UN Secretary-General established in 2010 the High-level Panel on Global 

Sustainability (GSP) in order to formulate a new blueprint for sustainable develop-

ment and low-carbon prosperity. This publication constitutes the Panel’s report, 

“Resilient People, Resilient Planet: A Future Worth Choosing,” which contains 56 

recommendations designed to put sustainable development into practice and to 

mainstream it into economic policy. It is a significant contribution to the agenda of 

sustainable development for a common future, and also provides a timely contri-

bution to the preparations for the UN Conference on Sustainable Development 

(Rio+20) in Brazil, in June 2012. The 22 members of the Panel included current 

and former heads of state and government, ministers, and representatives of the 

private sector and civil society. It was co-chaired by the President of Finland,  

Tarja Halonen and the President of South Africa, Jacob Zuma.
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