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Lecture outline

Background
Multilateral Responses to (Un)sustainable 
Development and Climate Change
Rio +20: How did we get here and where should 
we go? 
(Cp. Steve Bass’ paper) 

The EU Approach to Sustainable Development/Rio 
process

Q & A 
Your own reflections



Background 1960-

Increased scientific understanding 
of environmental limits and 
linkages:

Environment and ‘Technology’
‘Silent Spring’ 

Environment and Economic 
Growth 

‘The Economics of Coming Spaceship 
Earth’
‘The Cost of Economic Growth’
‘Only One Earth’

Environment and population 
growth 

‘The Population Bomb’

Critical voices against 
modernisation thinking:

Development = Progress?
Stages of Growth (Rostow 
1960) and modern mass 
consumption society as its 
highest form, ‘catching up’ with 
the model set by industrialized 
countries
Perceived detrimental 
environmental impacts

Scientific knowledge Environmentalism
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Understanding Limits to Growth 

Human beings 
must change 
their model of 
behaviour  to 
avoid 
detrimental 
consequences

Who?

Where? 

When?

How?

”Limits to Growth” 1972 (MIT/Meadows et al.) 
Commissioned by UNEP and the Club of Rome

’Blueprint for Survival’ 1972 (Ecologist 
Magazine)

Report addressed the question of how 
exponential growth interacts with finite 
natural resources.

There are ultimate limits to growth, imposed 
by the carrying capacity of the planet, 
especially the ability of the biosphere to 

absorb the effects of human activities 

http://esc.clubofrome.org/cor-eu/archive/img_meadows.jpg


Emerging international agenda

How to 
reconcile the 
desire for 
development 
and 
environmental 
protection?

UN Conference on Human Environment 
Stockholm 1972 placed environmental 
problems on the international agenda 
for the first time

Poverty of the developing world as the 
key issue
The North-South divide, still visible and 
widening (cp. Antto Vihma)



‘Sustainable Development’ as the answer 

Sustainable 
Development:

‘Development 
that meets the 
needs of the 
present 
without 
compromising 
the ability of 
future 
generations to 
meet their 
own needs’, -
WCED

Conceptual solution proposed by the World 
Commission on Environment and Development 
(WCED), known as the Brundtland Commission 
set by the UN

‘Our Common Future’ Report 1987
This formulation contains within it two key 
concepts: 

The essential needs of the world’s poor, to which 
overriding priority should be given (e.g. food, 
clothing, shelter, jobs, -improved quality of life); and 
The idea of limitations imposed by the state of 
technology and social organisation on the 
environment’s ability to meet present and future 
needs.

Cp. Nowadays Green Growth 
Strategies, Immaterial Economy, Trade in 
Services 



Key issues in Sustainable Development 
(Brundtland’s notion)

Revitalized 
growth is 
needed in 
developing 
countries.

Consumption 
in the North 
must go down 
and 
consumption 
patterns must 
be changed.

‘Development’ must be redirected to new paths so as to 
respect essentially the limits of earth’s carrying capacity as 
well as to rebalance global inequality. 

Poverty and inequality both as the planet’s main 
environmental problem and its main development problem.

Co-ordinated political action through multilateralism 
engaging both rich and poor countries but with 
differentiated responsibilities. 

Global ecological system and world economy are 
interlocked, which urgently requires integration of the three 
main aspects of development as well as institutional change 
in order to carry out this integration



The Dimensions and Principles of 
Sustainable Development

Inter and intra-generational equity

Gender
Participation



Policy Integration for Sustainable 
Development

The need for critical ‘holism’ especially in the north 
to understand what is the impact of our action vis-à-
vis

The world’s poor
The social and economic and environmental aspects 
(home and abroad) 
Need for a shared vision at the highest level via open 
decision-making and policy integration: 

By sector, issue, space and time, organizations, instruments, 
and distributive elements (e.g. development aid) (see, 
Liberatore 1997)



The UN conference on Environment and 
Development ‘The Earth Summit’ (Rio De Janeiro 1992)

To reconcile 
environmental 
protection and 
economic 
development

Global 
agenda in the 
post cold war 
context

Overall 
framework for 
action by 
adopting  int. 
agreements

How to implement sustainable development and to 
govern environmental and developmental problems?

What kind of international standards and norms are needed for 
multilateral actions?

The Earth Summit Programme for promoting sustainable 
development:
Agenda 21: action plan (more than 500 pp), more than 100 
sectors, with 3000 recommendations, for different actors at 
different levels, stressing bottom-up participation.
The Rio Declaration on Environment and Development: 
Principles of sustainable development: e.g. common but 
differentiated responsibilities and equity
The Statement on Forest Principles

172 states adopted these (non-binding) 
agreements



Climate change in the bigger picture

Climate 
change is a 
critical global 
environmental 
problem at the 
core of the 
sustainable 
development 
agenda 
including 
consequences 
of economic 
development 
and equity. 

Industrializatio
n based on 
fossil fuels

In addition, two multilateral environmental 
agreements (MEAs) were signed

The Framework Agreement on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC)

Loose obligations. Details to be worked out through 
meetings of the conferences of the parties (COP), protocol 
negotiations.
Since the 1980s: Concerns about the long-term build-up 
of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere caused by burning 
fossil fuel and the release of carbon dioxide and the 
effects it could have on the global climate system. 
Based on the work of UNEP and World Meteorological 
Organization. The parties also established the 
Intergovernmental panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 
1988.

The UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD)



Climate change in the bigger picture

Industrialized 
countries bear 
more historical 
responsibility for 
climate change

They continue to 
make a higher 
detrimental 
contribution and 
have 
technological 
ability to 
mitigate 

The impact of 
climate change is 
unequal

UNFCC:
Principle of common but differentiated 
responsibilities by making distinction 
between states according their level of 
industrialization (Annex 1: OECD countries + 
Eastern and Central European Countries

Most prosperous of the industrialized 
states (Annex 2) have an obligation of 
assisting developing countries to adjust to 
climate change and to meet their 
convention obligations



The Kyoto Mechanisms: tools to reduce the 
emissions

Emission trading: emission permits are allocated to Annex 1 member 
states, they devise methods to distribute these permits to emitters of 
greenhouse gases. Countries that can achieve low-cost abatement to sell 
emission entitlements to other countries.

Joint Implementation: states can gain credit for emissions 
reductions that they helped to achieve in another country within the Annex 1 
group.

Clean Development Mechanism: Annex 1 country helps a non 
Annex 1 country and gain credit for carbon emissions reduction. For 
instance, through reforestation projects etc. 

Carbon Sequestration: long-term storage of carbon in geological 
formations, such as oil wells.



Where are we now and where should we 
go? Climate Change

Are we doing enough? IPCC:n 4th assessment report 
presented a summary of scientific research which 

Established the thresholds and different scenarios of 
global warming:

To stop global warming to ‘critical’ two degrees (Celsius) 
implies further reduction in emissions by industrialised 
countries

25-40% by the year 2020 and 80-95% by the year 2050. 
Both developing and developed countries need to change 
dramatically the trajectory of their development path.
Durban 2012 results has to be operationalized

Apparently we are not…



Where are we now and where should we 
go? Sustainable Development and Poverty

Human Development Report 2011: ‘Sustainability and Equity: A Better 
Future for All’

Growth and increase in income are connected to declining environmental 
indicators and growing inequality both globally and within countries. 

Millennium Development Goals (MDG’s): 2011 Review ‘Free humanity 
from extreme, poverty and hunger, illiteracy and disease and strike 
global partnerships’

Declining global poverty rate, thanks to Eastern Asia (China)
Modest progress in Sub-Saharan Africa, yet the number of people 
suffering from hunger has increased, the poorest has become poorer +
Especially Goals 7 on Environmental sustainability and 8 on Global 
partnership for development (the latter so far without specific targets) 
call for closer international scrutiny



Key Questions on the Rio +20 Agenda

How to (re)connect the environmental and developmental 
agenda? 
Restoring political commitment, stock-taking of the past and 
getting ready for future challenges

From MDGs to SDGs = Sustainable development goals?
Redefining growth = Green economy, green growth ‘getting 
economy right’
Restoring multilateralism = Stronger commitment to global 
governance and global targets,  stronger environmental institution

UNEO  



The EU’s Approach to Sustainable 
Development 

EU promotes ‘Weak sustainability’ (Baker 2006)
Sectoral approaches and inadequate levels of policy 
integration (economy dominates, stronger in environment 
than in development policy)
Active promoter of multilateral norms and sustainable 
development for others (especially for developing countries)
Focus on good (national) governance elsewhere
Less focus on its own governance global governance (status 
quo), or unsustainable trends of its own action

Fisheries, Agriculture  etc.



EU Position at the Rio +20

Sustainable development is a treaty obligation 
(Maastricht 1993, Lisbon 2009 + SD Strategies)
EU led by Denmark holding the EU council 
presidency
Green growth and Trade
UNEO
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