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In this lecture we will look at the political implications of sustainable development, at the consequences that flow from two different interpretations of this concept, at the stumbling blocks on the road to its implementation and, finally, at Canadian experiences in attempting to put sustainable development into practice through legislation and other means. 

Let me begin by briefly outlining the origins of the term sustainable development and the two opposing interpretations that have emerged.

PART 1: SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: DEFINITION AND INTERPRETATIONS. 

1.1 SD: DEFINITION 

In 1972 the Club of Rome published Limits to Growth, a highly controversial report which assumed a certain relationship between population growth, industrialization, pollution and the depletion of natural resources. 

Not surprisingly, Limits to Growth became controversial because it predicted dire consequences if economic growth were not slowed down. The report gave birth to a political movement advocating zero or even negative growth. At the same time, it was criticized by Northern countries because it did not take into account technological innovations, and by Southern countries because it advocated abandonment of economic development. In the end, the report reinforced the concept that the environment and the economy are irreconcilable. 

Reconciling the environment and economic development was first discussed at the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, in Stockholm in 1972. At that time, both Northern and Southern countries feared environmental protection would threaten their prospects for development. As a result, little conceptual progress was made on this problem for more than a decade until, in 1987, the term “sustainable development” was introduced in Our Common Future, a report published by the World Commission on Environment and Development, also referred to as the Brundtland report. In a brillant move striking for simplicity and clarity, it defines SD as: 

“…development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”

As was to be expected, the idea of sustainable development generated quite a debate as well. Today, although the idea of SD has been adopted by many institutions and experts as a desirable goal— governments, the U.N. family, the World Bank, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), environmental organizations, civil society—the debate continues as to its actual meaning. At the heart of the disagreement are those who see SD as the integration of economic, environmental and social goals in the decision-making process, and those who still adhere to the old school of thought and advocate that SD must be seen as a balance between the economy and the environment. The implications of the “balance” approach are very serious because it means seeing the economy as an entity separate from the environment, an approach that would take us back, in policy terms, to the 1960s.

The idea of balancing the economy with the environment would inevitably lead to times when the economy would be given precedence over the environment, presumably during periods of economic downturn, and to times when the environment would be given attention, presumably in good economic times. The “concept of balance” also implies the existence of someone who would keep track of decisions and determine when and how to redress a perceived imbalance between the economy and the environment. This mythical person so far has not been found and it is likely to be a long time before he/she can be identified, if ever. Yet, the balancing idea has gained considerable support, to the extent that it is advanced by most corporate figures and its adherents can be found amongst the clients of the 900 plus lobbyists registered in Ottawa. 

This brief historical overview of the evolution of the concept of sustainable development serves to illustrate an important challenge facing those who support the integrative interpretation, namely that some people use the same term but have very different ideas as to what it means, and therefore disagree as to what political action needs to be taken. Adding to this challenge is the fact that some interpretations of SD are designed to serve specific interests. Let me now turn to one such powerful interest: the corporate sector.


1.2 SD: THE CORPORATE SECTOR’S INTERPRETATION.

Those who advocate that SD must be seen as a “balance” between the economy and the environment are to be found primarily in the corporate sector. Not only that, many corporations have cleverly adopted the term sustainable development as a marketing tool, in an attempt to restore their public image in certain circumstances, for instance, after major ecological disasters. Let me just mention a few examples:

· Sustainable development, through the Responsible Care program, is the chemical industry’s lifeline to restore its credibility following the Bhopal disaster. 

· The same can be said for the oil industry following the Exxon Valdez spill. 

· Following a spill at its Marcopper mine in the Philippines, and other mine accidents, in Papua New Guinea and Venezuela, Placer Pacific, a subsidiary of Canada’s Placer Dome published its “Towards Sustainability” report. Its 1994 corporate profile describes the company’s international record with phrases such as “living the ethic of environmental responsibility in our business practices… working towards high standards of environmental protection and safety at all our operations worldwide.”

Such reports are not uncommon. Many corporations now issue so-called “green reports,” or “sustainability reports.” They are usually glossy brochures, packed with photos of untouched landscapes and frolicking wildlife, containing vague but soothing reassurances and grandiose claims. These reports are intended as a vehicle to sustain companies rather than the environment. Clearly, the corporate sector is hard at work appropriating the concept of sustainable development for its own benefit. Hence political alertness and strong public institutions are particularly needed today to protect the public interest. 
1.3 THE PRECAUTIONARY PRINCIPLE

This discussion would be incomplete without a brief mention of the precautionary principle, also referred to as the precautionary approach, a close and important cousin of sustainable development. Many nations have long applied preventive measures to a wide range of environmental and public health issues without articulating it in a principle of law. However, parties to the Vienna Convention of 1985 and the 1987 Montreal Protocol formally stated their determination to adopt precautionary measures to prevent emissions of ozone layer depleting substances. Since 1987, the precautionary principle has been enshrined in many international agreements: the Second North Sea Declaration, the Framework Convention on Climate Change, The Maastricht Treaty of the European Union, the Helsinki Convention, the Biosafety Protocol to name just a few.

The 1992 Rio Declaration of the UN Conference on the Environment explicitly stated that “in order to protect the environment, the precautionary approach shall be widely applied by States according to their capabilities. Where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environmental degradation.” 


Often, we are guided by the precautionary principle in our daily lives. For instance, before we decide to cross the road we want a clear indication there is no danger from oncoming traffic. We wait until the green light tells us we can safely cross the street. The onus for proving it is safe to cross is not left to the vagaries of motorists. In essence, what the precautionary principle really means is better safe than sorry. If you have a body of evidence pointing to serious irreversible damage to human health or the environment, you should take preventive measures rather than wait for full scientific certainty.

In Canadian legislation we find the precautionary principle in the Canadian Environmental Protection Act: 

“where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environmental degradation.”

It is also in the proposed Bill C-5, the Species at Risk Act and will be included, we are told, in the yet to be introduced amendments to the pesticides legislation.

The precautionary principle as defined in the 1996 London Protocol on the disposal of substances at sea, provides a broader scope of preventive action than many other definitions. It states: the Contracting Parties shall take all necessary steps to ensure the effective implementation of the precautionary approach to environmental protection and to this end shall, and what follows are five steps are included in the Protocol, on how to implement the precautionary principle. As we can see, the precautionary principle is intended to guide the decision-making process. In Europe, beyond referring to the principle in the Preamble of legislation, it is an important operative instrument, particularly in dealing with food safety issues. 

But the precautionary principle is looked upon by the corporate community with suspicion and even disdain. What it wants instead is full scientific proof their products are causing harm before regulatory steps are taken, in other words they want to see the smoking gun. Scientists tell us that science cannot achieve full scientific certainty in most cases because cause-effect relationships are difficult to prove. It took a long time to prove such cause-effect relationship between smoking and lung cancer, lead and learning disabilities, asbestos and respiratory illness and even cancer. And as a result, many people suffered before these links were conclusively proven. 

Before we leave this discussion, it should be recognized, in all fairness, that certain business-oriented authors favour the integrating interpretation of SD. Amory Lovins, Paul Hawken and Ray Anderson are leaders in this respect. In their book Natural Capitalism, Lovins and Hawken state that:

“…capitalism, as currently practiced, is a financially profitable, non-sustainable aberration in human development. What might be called ‘industrial capitalism’ does not fully conform to its own accounting principles. It liquidates its capital and calls it income. It neglects to assign any value to the largest stocks of capital it employs—the natural resources and living systems, as well as the social and cultural systems that are the basis of human capital.” 

Thus, what we have here are business experts recognizing the devastating effects of industrialism and offering an alternative, namely natural capitalism, an enlightened idea which hopefully will gain ground in the years ahead.

There are also a number of business economists who have recognized the ultimately beneficial economic consequences of the integrative approach. In fact, an entire category of “ecological economists” has emerged in recent years to make the case that SD can in fact be a significant benefit to the business community. As the President of the Canadian Society for Ecological Economics, professor Frank Mueller put it:

“Ultimately, the environment is determining the limitations in which we conduct our economic activities. Environmental policies should not be understood as slowing down the economy. On the contrary.”

We can summarize the preceding observations this way. The idea of integrating the economy with the environment and social objectives is based on understanding the interdependence between the economy, the environment and social equity. When we damage the environment, we weaken the economy and when we strengthen the environment we strengthen the economy, social cohesion and the quality of life. This is the genius of the Brundtland approach, which is supported by social and environmental NGOs, civil society and many experts in the field. When instead the environment and socio-economic goals are seen as separate entities, such outlook leads to long-term negative economic and social impacts. 

What we see emerging at the political level is a choice: we either adopt the idea of sustainable development as the integration of the economy, the environment and social values, buttressed by the precautionary principle, or we see sustainable development as an undefined balance between the environment and the economy, accompanied by a vague approach to precaution, guided by a high degree of risk taking. 

Which of the two ideas will in the end prevail is hard to say. Much depends on public opinion, the role played by elected representatives, the influence of the corporate sector and civil society. It is the role of political actors that I would now like to discuss, and to identify a number of problems which they must all encounter when attempting to implement the integrative interpretation of SD.

PART II : Obstacles to the implementation of sustainable development

From a political perspective, it is possible to identify several obstacles to the implementation of sustainable development. 


2.1 Political time frame

The first is the political time frame, which is short. Governments tend to plan and decide with the next election in mind and the prospect of being re-elected. It is difficult for governments to make decisions which would be perceived as politically damaging at the next election. Therefore difficult decisions are often postponed or modified in order not to offend an electorate, be it in a region or in a specific industry. For example, a decision not to log, or not to fish, that may be desirable for reasons of sustainable development would not be contemplated in the run-up to an election because of the unemployment it would cause. That is the history of the cod fishery.

The public must bear some of the responsibility for this situation, as voters are well known for their short memories and also for their desire to see immediate results from policy decisions. Yet, sustainable development, by definition, requires medium and long-term planning and as such poses a significant problem for those who want to get re-elected. Try to find a politician who does not want to get re-elected…


2.2 Verticality of federal departments

The second obstacle is posed by the structure of government, which consists of departments, each performing a specific role. You have the department of the Environment. It is supposed to protect the environment. Then you have the department of Natural Resources. It is there to protect the interests of those engaged in the exploitation of natural resources. Or the Department of Agriculture which protects the farming industry. Their roles—described as vertical—often come into conflict with each other and must compete for the attention (not to mention funding approval) of the decision-makers. Each is pursuing its specific mandate but departments do not have an overarching assignment that would pull them together.

Sustainable development instead is a concept which cuts across departments, horizontally if you like, and its implementation affects key departments including finance, industry, fisheries and oceans, international trade, development, to name a few. You can therefore see how the verticality, sometimes referred to as the silo mentality, of modern governments structures makes it particularly difficult to adopt and implement the goals of sustainable development.

2.3 Policy process

The third obstacle is the policy process. The reality is that in modern liberal democracies, politicians are faced with competing and at times conflicting interests that require a mediation process, and/or a search for compromise. This is the situation captured by the phrase “politics is the art of the possible.” The result of this policy process—as practised in our democratic system—is that change is almost always incremental, one small step at a time. By contrast, sustainable development requires major changes and even dramatic turnarounds, the kind of change of direction the implementation of the Kyoto Protocol on climate change requires.Yet as any political scientists will tell you, even with a solid majority, governments can only hope to implement one or two major policy initiatives in a four-year term of office and even then, only with the expenditure of much of their political capital with the electorate.


2.4 International agreements

The fourth obstacle is a fairly recent development, namely the increasing constraint imposed on a national government when it signs an international agreement. The international context in which we operate places obligations on the Canadian government to adapt to international agreements. However, there are from time to time differing national realities with which such international agreements need to be reconciled. While this is less likely to pose a problem in an area such as human rights, sustainable development is an area where these concerns are especially relevant, as the Kyoto Protocol on climate change demonstrates. Canada’s vast territory, relatively low and sparsely distributed population, harsh climate and great distances pose a problem to our ability in pulling our weight together with the international community. 


This obstacle, the constraints imposed by international agreements on national policies, brings to mind the defeat, by the NAFTA tribunal, of a law passed by the Canadian Parliament in 1997 intended to prohibit interprovincial trade and importation of certain manganese-based substances for environmental and health reasons, including MMT. Ethyl Corporation, the only exporter of MMT to Canada, filed a claim for compensation under Chapter 11 of the NAFTA and was successful. Ethyl succeeded in having the Government of Canada withdraw the legislation as well as receiving $19 million in compensation. The MMT case is a classic example of possible conflict between national legislation and international agreements, to say nothing of world bodies such as the WTO and the World Bank. 

The picture is not always bleak. On the other side of the coin, there are international agreements specifically on the environment, several of which have been successful in moving national governments to take action. The Montreal Protocol on Ozone depleting substances was signed in 1987. Global consumption of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), the most prevalent ozone-depleting substance, fell from 1.1 million tonnes in 1986 to 160 000 tonnes in 1996 thanks to an almost complete phase-out agreement by producers in developed countries. The ozone layer is expected to recover to pre-1980 levels by the year 2050. Another success story is the recent agreement on Persistent Organic Pollutants, leading to the elimination or severe reduction of the manufacture, use or release of the twelve POPs. This agreement includes toxic substances such as DDT, PCBs, dioxins and furans.  

PART III: Overcoming the obstacles

Having identified the problem posed by the differing interpretations of sustainable development as well as some of the political obstacles to its implementation, we will now turn to some of the ways in which politicians have tried to overcome these obstacles, highlighting some recent Canadian successes and failures.


3.1 Parliamentary review of legislation.

First, legislation which requires a parliamentary review after a fixed number of years, so as to ensure frequent revisions, can be used to circumvent the obstacle posed by short-term political horizons. This was done with the Canadian Environmental Protection Act, which contains a provision calling for a parliamentary review every five years, and is becoming a more frequently used measure with new legislation.
3.2 The Commissioner’s office
Secondly, to deal with the vertical organization of government, in which departments often have conflicting mandates, horizontal or coordinating organization is necessary. The Office of the Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development was thus formed in 1995 with that purpose in mind. The Commissioner reports annually to Parliament on the sustainable development performance of all federal departments, and frankly, has done so in rather blunt terms, as she did recently when appearing at a televised session of the Standing Committee on Environment and Sustainable Development. On October 2, she made, amongst others, the following observations: 

“Important matters are being left to drift. Key domestic and international commitments are not being met. Priorities and commitments and the resources allocated to them are out of sync. For example, many of the Great Lakes international commitments under the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement have not been implemented. Scientific research monitoring and measurement systems are impaired. There are major gaps in the information needed to make quality decisions in areas like wetlands, soil and fish habitat. The federal role is changing, and waning. The government seems afraid to tackle the tough issues. It is not using the authorities and tools it has at its disposal. It relies, increasingly, on partnerships to meet its objectives.”

This quotation raises two other important issues, namely the role of federalism and the importance of political will in the implementation of SD policies, a point to which I will return shortly.

It should be noted the Commissioner examines and comments on the sustainable development strategies of federal departments, as prepared by the departments themselves, and not imposed by the Commissioner. It is therefore a post-policy audit, rather then a criticism of policy choices. In her latest report, the Commissioner audited progress on eighteen departments’ sustainable development strategies and had kind words for four of those departments, Industry, National Defence, Natural Resources and Transport, but the others received failing grades. The horizontal approach is at work, but clearly will take time. In particular, the impact of the Commissioner’s analysis will depend on a key factor: political will in the policy process.

3.3 Political will

In government, most change is incremental, as mentioned earlier, because of competing and at times conflicting interests. Incremental change is slow and modest in scope. A classic demonstration of this is the experience in attempting to pass legislation to protect endangered species. There have been three attempts to pass this legislation over the last five years. The government’s efforts to mediate among the competing claims of the various interest groups and promote a reasonable compromise has led to both sides harshly criticizing the legislation. On the one hand are the concerns of civil society, environmental groups, the massive write-in campaigns and support from the public for strong endangered species protection, and, on the other hand, the claims by cattlemen, property rights organizations, the fishery industry, agricultural organizations, saying that it goes too far. The House of Commons Standing Committee on Environment and Sustainable Development is now in the process of examining over 300 amendments to a bill introduced in various forms in three successive Parliaments. 

Yet, political will has overcome this problem on other occasions. Despite the opposition of the lead mining lobby, the removal of lead in gasoline in the early 1980s is due to the determination of the then Minister of Energy and Mines and Resources, Jean Chrétien. The action of the Trudeau government on acid rain, jointly with the provinces but without the participation of the United States was also a clear assertion of political will, which received sustained public support. Of course, in both cases it was possible to argue for human health and the overall public good, objectives which typically are considered more important than regional or sectoral claims. Nevertheless, they serve as an important example of the impact which the lack of political will potentially can have on sustainable development policy initiatives.

In the case of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, Canada signed this agreement almost twenty years ago but has not yet ratified it. The fact it has not yet been  ratified cannot be attributed to climate, territory or population. Indeed, a lack of political will is the best way of explaining the non-ratification of this Convention.

PART IV: How do we get from here to there?

This brief examination of obstacles, of their possible removal, of successes and failures, serves a good purpose. It leads us to ask the following question: With all these constraints, how do we get from unsustainable to sustainable development? In my view, there are at least six specific policy measures we can take to set us on a sustainable path.

4.1 The SD definition

First, we need to agree on what it is we want to achieve, whether SD means a decision-making process whereby we integrate economic, environmental and social goals or whether we want simply to try and balance them. 

4.2 Sustainable management of natural resources

Second, as urged in the Brundtland report and mentioned earlier we have to learn how to manage our renewable resources in a sustainable fashion, living off the interest of the resource and not harvesting—and recklessly so—the capital. Can we learn to treat natural resources with the same care as we give to our bank savings? With personal savings we prefer to draw on the interest and leave the capital intact in order to be able to draw in future years. Do we do the same with natural resources? The history of natural resources exploitation is not reassuring. From fisheries to forests, from endangered species to water quality, we have seriously damaged the capital, a capital which also includes living systems; grasslands, tundras, savannas, wetlands, estuaries, oceans, boreal and rainforests. 

In short, there can be little doubt that proper management of these resources is an important part of the solution. At the same time, we also need to recognize there can be very real disruptions to the lives of individual citizens when making the transition to sustainable resource management, and any plan to do so must include “social shock absorbers” to respond to the legitimate concerns of the people affected. Of course, social shock absorbers would be needed in the short term because of unsustainable harvesting. By contrast, sustainable resource management would guarantee long-term employment and vibrant communities especially where local ownership and management of the resource is practised.

4.3 Pollution prevention

Third, we need to address the challenge various types of pollution pose on the road to sustainability. “Pollution prevention” means the use of processes, practices, materials, products or energy that avoid or minimize the creation of pollutants and waste, and reduce the overall risk to the environment and human health. Pollution prevention shifts the focus of environmental protection from “end-of-pipe” reactive control, where pollution is managed after it is created, to “front-of-process,” where preventive measures are adopted. Pollution prevention makes economic sense, because to pollute means inefficient use of energy and materials, wasting natural resources and relying on subsidies to cover the social cost resulting from polluting water, air, soil, etc. 

Environmental economists have been urging for some time that the cost of production be internalized, that rather than polluting we should produce in cleaner ways, absorbing all costs within the production cycle. Instead of charging nature with a bill for damaged water and air, eventually to be paid by the public, the consumer can and should be charged for the full and real costs of production up front. As one well-known car maintenance commercial used to warn, “You can pay me now or pay me later.” And everyone knows the second bill is much larger. 

With 6 billion inhabitants living on this planet today and a population likely to double in the next century, we must also act on behalf of future generations and leave for them clean and abundant natural resources. Kenneth Boulding’s description of planet earth as a space ship captures perfectly the limited choices we face in this regard. It makes us aware of the effects of overconsumption, waste disposal, and many forms of energy production on human health, the environment and the economy. Therefore, on the road towards sustainability, pollution prevention is a factor of paramount importance.


4.4 Reforming the taxation system

Fourth, we need to re-examine our tax regime. Taxation policies are a powerful instrument which can serve the purpose of achieving SD, rather than slowing it down as it is often the case now. In Canada, taxation policies on energy investments are glaring examples of perverse subsidies encouraging greater greenhouse gas emissions. Some $15 billion are anticipated to be invested in oil sands over the next 8 to 12 years. Based on that, the estimated range of present value tax expenditure is between $75 million and $600 million. This tax subsidy, apart from representing a considerable loss in tax revenues, will facilitate a considerable increase in greenhouse gas emission. At the same time, however, $1 billion is being invested in the climate change plan, intended to reduce emissions. This is a typical case of one hand not knowing what the other is doing. In addition, changes to accelerate the development of a renewable energy sector are waiting for political action, while the current tax system keeps treating non-renewable energy sources in a more favourable manner so as to attract investors. In other words, Canada’s tax regime is badly out of sinc with the Kyoto climate change protocol. 

It is worth noting what the OECD says about Canada’s tax treatment of natural resources in last year’s annual economic survey. 


“Historically, resource-based sectors have benefited from preferential tax treatment from the federal and provincial governments. The incentives are particularly important in the non-renewable resource sectors, which face especially low effective tax rates on marginal investment; in the oil and gas sector, for example, the rates are a third of those in the manufacturing sector and a quarter of those in most services activities.”

This observation commands attention if we are to place Canada’s economy on a sustainable development path.



4.5 Redirecting International Development

Fifth, we need to consider policies that affect the environment outside our borders. It is never too soon to raise the complex issue of North-South policies. Better known as international development assistance, such policies too often include non-sustainable activities such as clearcutting forests and building mines. But they could mean setting the foundation for sustainable development by improving social conditions and raising standards of living, providing universal education, sanitation, access to health care, restoration of degraded ecosystems and establishing a democratic process for the empowerment of people. Despite fulsome declarations and speeches, funds devoted to international development are still modest, except for the recent, very positive decision, on the part of Canada and like-minded nations, to forgive the debt of poor developing countries. Today, Canada’s contribution to development aid is at 0.26% of our GDP (it was at 0.49% in 1991-1992) although Canada has repeatedly committed itself to reach the 0.7% ratio recommended by Lester B. Pearson. As a result, the social dimension of sustainable development suffers and lags behind. It urgently requires reconsideration.


4.6 Enhancing the role of provincial and municipal governments. 

Another important consideration, especially in Canada, is the role played by other levels of government. Provincial governments, to their credit, were the first off the mark in the 1980s in embracing sustainable development and in adapting their government structures to the requirements of SD. Several provincial governments created a SD round table, or advisory board, or even went as far as creating—in Manitoba and in B.C—a sustainable development advisory unit inside the premier’s office. Alas, such enthusiasm has waned over time. Municipalities, on the other hand, have steadily shown a growing interest in sustainable development and related issues. Currently, several Canadian municipalities have launched their own greenhouse gas reduction program in order to help meet the goal of the Kyoto Protocol. Some programs are already quite advanced, and successful, like the Toronto Atmospheric Fund, launched in 1992. 

Other municipalities have demonstrated leadership with respect to pesticides and their impact on human health, by banning the use of pesticides for cosmetic purposes, thus incurring industry’s ire. The town of Hudson in Quebec, was taken all the way to the Supreme Court in a 10-year legal challenge by two pesticide applicator companies who challenged the constitutionality of a municipal by-law restricting the use of cosmetic pesticide on private and public property. In June of this year, the Supreme Court ruled in favour of the municipal by-law. Municipal governments do have jurisdiction over certain aspects of public health and environmental protection, said the Court, thus confirming the link between the use of pesticides and human health. 

Since the attainment of sustainable development goals would be made much easier with the help of municipal and provincial governments, it would be most desirable to press for a federal-provincial-municipal conference on sustainable development. Such an initiative hopefully would generate new ideas, develop synergies and produce new cooperative policy measures. It might also lead to enhanced public awareness and demands for greater action on the part of politicians at all levels.  

4.7 Political will and public pressure

This leads to the final area where change is required, namely greater political will and public pressure.  As mentioned earlier, political will is an important factor in the implementation of any major policy initiative. Public pressure can not only help to establish political will, it can also be a valuable tool for committed politicians to use in influencing colleagues. Elected officials understand public pressure very well and often act upon it, a fact which explains why politicians are keen readers of public opinion polls. At this stage, the implementation of SD still requires a considerable amount of political will, and public pressure in favour of sustainable policy decisions therefore becomes desirable.   

But the public also needs to be well informed, a not insignificant task when it comes to such a complex and often technical area as SD.  Better communication of policy issues, greater transparency in the policy process, and the ability for citizens to participate in a meaningful way when important decisions are made, all of these are crucial to public support for SD initiatives. 
Before concluding this lecture there is one final question we need to address. Why is the concept of sustainable development so important? Why did the United Nations launch the Brundtland report? Why have there been two follow up events already, one in Rio in 1992, one in New York in 1997, and why will another meeting be held next year in South Africa?

The simple answer is that the questions raised by Augusto Peccei and the Club of Rome a few decades ago about the direction and consequences of human activity are more relevant than ever, and require political attention. Evidently the idea of sustainable development is the glue which helps to keep together the economic, social and environmental concerns of the 189 member nations—north and south, developed and developing—as they attempt to come to grips with this challenge.
It is important to note that progress has been made, although it is slow, spotty and at times illusory. It is also worth noting that it has taken place particularly when governments, often under public pressure, give strong leadership and pull in their wake a usually recalcitrant business sector. Sometimes, unfortunately, a major accident has to take place to trigger action. Incidents such as the chemical fire in Basel, Switzerland, the explosion in Seveso, Italy, the Exxon Valdez oil spill and the chemical disaster in Bhopal, India, serve as reminders of the necessity for politicians and the general public to think in more than just economic, short-term, exploitative terms. Sustainable development, as the three-dimensional concept integrating economic, environmental and social values, offers an important public policy instrument to deal with the now visible limitations of this planet. 

We know that every year over 90 million people are added to the global population. We know the resources we have are not infinite and can tolerate only so much stress. What we do not know is whether there is sufficient political will, to move beyond declarations of good intentions and to start implementing sustainable development here at home and globally. Clearly, the United Nations can deliver the sustainable development agenda only when member nations put into practice at home, the policies which can lead to sustainable development. 

We have the conceptual capacity to plan for future generations. We have the ability to act in a thoughtful way taking into account the needs of those who, after us, will inhabit in larger numbers this beautiful spaceship and depend on its natural resources for their well-being. One thing is clear: we do not have much time and we still have a long way to go, if we are to place ourselves on a sustainable path. 

