Launching the Modern Concept of Sustainability
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Sweden, perhaps the first interna-
tional meeting to highlight environ-
mental problems in a significant
way.

The conference was in part a con-
sequence of the first Earth Day,
held on April 22, 1970, in which 20
million people celebrated the Earth
and expressed concern about the
state of the planet. In the US. in
1970 President Richard Nixon
responded to the environmental
movements by creating the
Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA).

The Brundtland Commission
began its work in 1983, with 23 offi-
cial'members and panels of experts
on energy, industry and food securi-
ty. Public hearings were held in
Indonesia, Canada, Brazil,
Zimbabwe, Kenya, Tokyo and sever-
al other locations. Academics were
commissioned to prepare more
than 75 studies. The report contains
21 pages of acknowledgements of
governments, institutes and indi-
viduals who made contributions to
its content.

Because of its international

focus, the Brundtland Commission

faced the issue of sustainability
within the context of worldwide
development, and thus took “sus-
tainable development” as its term
of reference, concluding that the
concept means, “Development that
meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability
of future generations to meet their
own needs.”

The commission noted that this
definition implies limits. They also
noted that “A World in which pover-
ty is endemic will always be prone
to ecological and other catastro-
phes.” It also pointed out that there
are no separate crises: environmen-
tal crisis, development crisis, ener-
gy crisis—“They are all one.” And
they are not only about immediate
concerns: “We came to see that a
new development path was
required, one that -sustained
human progress not just in a few
places for a few years, but for the
entire planet into the distant
future.”

The main text of “Our Common
Future” runs for 347 pages and
includes a remarkable amount of
detail about the nature of sustain-

-ability, the threats to it and the
kinds of policies and programs
needed to make it viable. Although
United Nations reports have earned
a reputation for dullness and super-
ficiality, owing to the need for
approval by member nations, “Our
Common Future” remains a rele-
vant document today, 24 years after
its appearance. ,

What are the ancient roots of the
sustainability concept? What hap-
pened to the concept of sustainabil-
ity after the Brundtland Commis-
sion report? And how can the con-
cept be made more specific, more
operationalized? Look for an
update in a future “Signs of
Sustainability” posting.
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